
A DIRECTOR'S PRE-PRODUCTION ANALYSIS OF
BERTOLT BRECHT'S "THE CAUCASIAN CHALK CIRCLE.".

Item Type text; Thesis-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Faiznorouzi, Mohammad Reza.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:47:31

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/275074

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/275074


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This reproduction was made from a copy of a document sent to us for microfilming. 
While the most advanced technology has been used to photograph and reproduce 
this document, the quality of the reproduction is heavily dependent upon the 
quality of the material submitted. 

The following explanation of techniques is provided to help clarify markings or 
notations which may appear on this reproduction. 

1.The sign or "target" for pages apparently lacking from the document 
photographed is "Missing Page(s)". If it was possible to obtain the missing 
page(s) or section, they are spliced into the film along with adjacent pages. This 
may have necessitated cutting through an image and duplicating adjacent pages 
to assure complete continuity. 

2. When an image on the film is obliterated with a round black mark, it is an 
indication of either blurred copy because of movement during exposure, 
duplicate copy, or copyrighted materials that should not have been filmed. For 
blurred pages, a good image of the page can be found in the adjacent frame. If 
copyrighted materials were deleted, a target note will appear listing the pages in 
the adjacent frame. 

3. When a map, drawing or chart, etc., is part of the material being photographed, 
a definite method of "sectioning" the material has been followed. It is 
customary to begin filming at the upper left hand corner of a large sheet and to 
continue from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. If necessary, 
sectioning is continued again—beginning below the first row and continuing on 
until complete. 

4. For illustrations that cannot be satisfactorily reproduced by xerographic 
means, photographic prints can be purchased at additional cost and inserted 
into your xerographic copy. These prints are available upon request from the 
Dissertations Customer Services Department. 

5. Some pages in any document may have indistinct print. In all cases the best 
available copy has been filmed. 

University 
Microfilms 

International 
300 N. Zeeb Road 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106 





1323535 

FAIZNOROUZI, MOHAMMAD REZA 

A DIRECTOR'S PRE-PRODUCTION ANALYSIS OF BERTOLT BRECHT'S 
"THE CAUCASIAN CHALK CIRCLE." 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA M.A. 1984 

University 
Microfilms 

International 300 N. Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor. MI 48106 





A DIRECTOR'S PRE-PRODUCTION ANALYSIS OF BERTOLT 

BRECHT'S THE CAUCASIAN CHALK CIRCLE 

by 

Mohammad Reza Faiznorouzi 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF DRAMA 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

19 8 4 



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This thesis has been submitted in partial ful
fillment of requirements for an advanced degree at the 
University of Arizona and is deposited, in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of 
the Library. 

Brief quotations from this thesis are allowable 
without special permission, provided that accurate acknow
ledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manu
script in whole or in part may be granted by the Head of 
the Drama Department or the Dean of the Graduate College 
when in his or her judgment the proposed use of the 
material is in the interests of scholarship. In all other 
instances, however, permission must be obtained from the 
author. ^ 

SIGNED: 1 g' 

APPROVAL BY THESIS DIRECTOR 

This thesis has been approved on the date shown below: 

Dr. Harold Dixon 
Associate Professor of Drama 

Date 
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Who died too soon. 
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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this thesis is to reveal a director's 

pre-productional preparation work with, and an analytical 

and interpretative study of, The Caucasian Chalk Circle, 

and to arrive at a directorial plan which would bring forth 

all the inherent dramatic values and significant points of 

the play in a truly epic presentation. 

In the chapters which follow, the director's 

exhaustive work with the play is presented. The work in

cludes a study of the special world of the play and a full 

analysis and moment-to-moment interpretation of it. This 

is essential in determining a directorial plan for staging 

the play. Presented then is the plan, which is simply an 

outline of the methods by which the director's interpreta

tion of the play can be best expressed to the spectators. 

Included also are a study of the sources of the 

play and how it came into being, a discussion of Brecht 

and his Epic Theater, and a study of Brecht's own produc

tion of the play with the Berliner Ensemble. Such studies 

are helpful to the director in his complex task of staging 

the play. 

The thesis is terminated with a summary of results 

of the pre-productional preparation work with the play. 

viii 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: BRECHT AND 
BRECHTIAN THEATER 

Seldom is the theater fortunate enough to have an 

artist who can provide fresh, new ideas. Rarer still is 

when the theater has an artist who creates a more success

ful theater with his fresh, new ideas, a theater richer and 

more productive because of its guided purpose. Neverthe

less, theater in the twentieth century was lucky enough to 

possess such an artist, to see such a phenomenon. The 

phenomenon was felt on 29 September, 1922 when people 

gathered to see the first performance of Drums in the Night 

in the Kammerspiele Theater in Munich. The play belonged 

to a young artist called Bertolt Brecht. This very first 

performance of a Brecht work was highly praised and marked 

what Brecht had decided to do. Having awarded Brecht the 

coveted Kleist Prize, Herbert Ihering, the highly influ

ential theater critic of a major newspaper, wrote: 

The twenty-four-year-old writer Bert Brecht has 
changed overnight the poetic face of Germany. Bert 
Brecht has brought to our times a new tone, a new 
tune, a new vision. . . . The signal of Brecht's 
genius is that his plays have ushered in a new artistic 
totality, with laws of its own, a dramaturgy of its 
own. His plays, starting with Drums in the Night, 

1 
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increasingly in Ball, and In the Jungle of the 
Cities, are new poetic planets. ... He is young and 
has already seen all the depths.* 

The young Brecht had felt the necessity for change, 

had begun establishing the foundation of the new laws of a 

new theater, and had become determined to spend his entire 

life battling against the misdoings of the rotten-to-the-

core theater of his time. In 1920, Brecht wrote of the 

theater of the town of his birth thus: 

Even the most indulgent opportunists would not have 
the gall to claim that the Augsburg City Theater 
contributes to culture—not even at Augsburg's 
level. Without a doubt it isn't worth the money 
the city spends on it. This theater, directed by 
a businessman, a former provincial actor on whom 
anything of intellectual elevation is lost, with 
his miserable system of dodging and hedging, his 
subterfuges, has proved the stupidity of the local 
audience and in all these years has not even managed 
to fulfill those duties of a city-supported theater 
which are taken for granted.2 

3 Before discussing the mistakes of the corrupt 

theater of Brecht's time and the duties Brecht thought the 

theater must fulfill, we should know something of his life. 

1. Herbert Ihering, "Bert Brecht the Dramatist," 
in Brecht as They Knew Him, ed. Hubert Witt, trans. John 
Peet (New York: International Publishers, 1974), pp. 36-37. 

2. Quoted in John Fuegi, The Essential Brecht 
(Los Angeles: Hennessey & Ingalls, Inc., 1972), pp. 9-
10 .  

3. Mordecai Gorelik, "Brecht: 'I am the Einstein 
of the new stage form...,'" Theater Arts, Vol. 41 (Mar. 1957), 
p. 87. In his article, Mr. Gorelik tells us of Brecht's 
frequent use of the word corrupt for describing worthless 
theater. 
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Eugen Berthold Friedrich Brecht, son of a well-to-

do middle-class father (the director of a local paper 

factory), was born on 10 February, 1898, in the small 

Bavarian town of Augsburg, Germany. His mother was the 

daughter of a civil servant from the Black Forest in 

Southern Germany. Brecht was baptized in the Protestant 

faith of his mother, although his father was a Roman 

Catholic. 

I Bertolt Brecht, come from the black forests. 
My mother carried me to town while in her womb 

I lay 
And still the coldness of the woods lingers 
And shall remain in me until my dying day.4 

The history of the rise and fall of the city of 

Augsburg from Renaissance up to Brecht's birth is briefly 

but splendidly presented by Martin Esslin: 

The city of Augsburg—Augusta Vindelicorum—had 
indeed once been one of the centres of European 
trade. But that was a long time ago: when the 
great merchant princes of the Renaissance, the 
Fuggers and the Welsers who vied with the Medici 
in splendour and acted as bankers to emperors and 
kings, had their headquarters there. By the time 
Brecht was born . . . [Augsburg] has long lost its 
position as one of the dominant centres of the 
German-speaking world and had become a provincial 
Bavarian backwater, a sleepy place with some 90,000 
inhabitants, a sizeable textile manufacture, some 
paper mills, and a small but rapidly expanding 
engineering industry.5 

4. Quoted in Renata Berg-Pan, Bertolt Brecht and 
China (Bonn: Bouvier Verlag Herbert Grundmann, 1979) , p. 
25. 

5. Martin Esslin, Brecht: A Choice of Evils 
(London: Eyre Methuen Ltd., 1959), p. 3. 
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Brecht's parents were prosperous members of 

Augsburg's respectable middle class. His father, being a 

typically ambitious nationalistic bourgeois of the time, 

was able to provide a relatively comfortable life for the 

members of his family. Despite the ease and comfort which 

the comparative wealth of his father afforded him, Brecht 

had a fanatic hatred for the bourgeoisie. His father was 

dissatisfied with Brecht's becoming a writer and had ex

pected him to enter a conventional career, as did his only 

brother, Walter. Nevertheless, Brecht had an independent 

development, but this did not make his father stop suppor

ting him financially. There is not enough evidence about 

Brecht's relationship with his father, but he seems to have 

been deeply affected by his mother. On 1 May 1920, she 

died after long suffering from cancer. The poem of "To 

My Mother" reads: 

And when she was finished they laid her in earth 
Flowers growing, butterflies juggling over her. . . . 
She, so light, barely pressed the earth down ^ 
How much pain it took to make her as light as that! 

At the age of 16, Brecht attended the Augsburg 

Realgymnasium, where he studied "Latin with enthusiasm, 

French with distaste, and all other things with unmistakable 

6. John Willett and Ralph Manheim, eds., Bertolt 
Brecht; Poems (London: Eyre Methuen Ltd., 1976), p. 49. 
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7 indifference." Brecht summarized his entire educational 

history thus: 

Elementary school bored me for four years. During 
nine years of being lulled to sleep at an Augsburg 
Realgymnasium, I did not succeed in being of any 
appreciable help to my teachers. My original liking 
for leisure and independence was unceasingly in
creased by them.® 

Brecht first appeared in print as early as 1913 in 

the student paper Die Ernte. He began his literary career 

by writing lyrics, prose, short stories, parables, poems, 

articles, and anecdotes. One of his early writings named 

"The Balkan War" is worth studying. Written by a boy of 

15, this extraordinary parable, in the form of a fairy tale, 

reveals Brecht's detached and analytical method of presenta

tion in order to stimulate the intellect of the spectator. 

The parable reads: 

A sick old man was walking through the country when 
four young fellows attacked him, robbing him of all 
his possessions. Sadly the old man continued on his 
way. But at the very next corner, he saw, to his 
amazement, that three of the bandits were attacking 
the fourth, robbing him of his booty. The loot, 
however, fell down in the street during the fight. 
Very pleased, the old man picked the booty up and 
hurried off. Yet in the very next town, he was appre
hended and taken before the judge. There stood the 
four young fellows, now once more united, and they 
brought charges against him. The judge, however, 
decided as follows: The old man should give back to 
the young men all his possessions. "For," said the 

7. Reinhold Grimm, "Brecht' s Beginnings , " The 
Tulane Drama Review, Vol. 12 (Fall 1967), p. 22. 

8. Quoted in Ibid. , p. 22. 



wise and just judge, "otherwise the four young men 
might create unrest in the country."9 

This amazing short piece of writing is in part 

sceptical and matter of fact; its subject includes conflict 

idea, form and situation. Moreover, the very character of 

the judge is in some ways a portrayal of Brecht himself. 

By defending the underdog against the rich, "the wise and 

just judge" of the parable (like the corrupt but just judge 

of The Caucasian Chalk Circle), expounds Brecht's ideas of 

justice. The way the judge handles the case seems to have 

been the way Brecht wanted social problems to be handled. 

Furthermore, the parable contains a few significant feature 

which repeatedly appeared in Brecht's later mature works. 

It reveals: (1) Brecht's early reference to parables; 

(2) his use of a trial scene as an excellent place for the 

demonstration of opposing ideas; and (3) his appeal to the 

spectator to find an ending for himself. The parable does 

not finish. In Grimm's words: 

Once the last word has been said, the story begins; 
he [Brecht] ends not with a period, but with a colon 
. . . instead of "settling" its theme once and 
for all, it opens the story up in all its complexity. 
. . . What his parable wanted to show, with his 
precocious scepticism, is precisely the fragility 
of moral concepts, the uncanny interchangeability 
of peace and war, of right and wrong, of kindliness 
and force. "The Balkan War" of 1913—the concrete 
political allusions to the "sick man of the Bosporus" 

9. Quoted in Ibid., p. 30. 
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do not require any explanation—is a story with 
reverse hooks, a splendid study in Brechtian 
dialectic.10 

Another interesting example is Brecht's description 

of one of his experiences at school which reveals his love 

of dialectics and his nonconformity with authority. Accor

ding to the story, described by Ziffel (Brecht's mouthpiece), 

Brecht and his classmates had an examination. Those who 

did not do well erased a few of the red marks on their 

graded papers and then challenged the instructor. The 

instructor, by simply holding their papers against the 

light, noticed the erasures. As a result, they failed the 

course. Brecht proceeded differently. Instead of erasing 

red marks, he added a few more and asked the instructor 

where the mistake was. Then, the situation became embar

rassing to the instructor and he, ashamed and perplexed, 

had to admit that the mistake was his and then raised 

Brecht's grade. 

Within Brecht the schoolboy, there was a sense of 

rebelliousness. His friends obeyed the instructor's 

authority without question. Brecht, on the other hand, 

questioned that authority, reversed the position by putting 

authority on trial. "He realized that the most vulnerable 

spot in authority's system was its feeling of invulnerability. 

10 . Ibid., p. 31. 
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11 There he attacked and succeeded." The story ends up as 

Ziffel says: "One has to admit . . . that this student had 

12 learned one thing in school: how to think." 

These details are mentioned in order to reveal that 

although Brecht believed in change and changed drastically 

himself, he nevertheless did, from the very beginning, 

carry distinct characteristics of his own future. 

In 1917, Brecht left Augsburg in order to study at 

the University of Munich as a medical student. There, he 

attended the natural scientific and literary lectures and 

frequented the theater. His love of theater did not let 

this bourgeois career last long, and soon, in opposition 

to his father's wishes and expectations, Brecht abandoned 

his study at the university, insisting that "nothing is 

13 less worthy of a man than doing what he does not enjoy 

Now it was wartime (1917 on), and as soon as the 

call-up threatened him, Brecht qualified as a medical 

student for the ambulance service, thus becoming a medical 

orderly in a military hospital and avoiding the front line. 

The reports about what he actually did in that hospital 

11. Heinz Politzer, "How Epic is Bertolt Brecht's 
Epic Theater?" Modern Language Quarterly, Vol. 24 (June 
1962), p. 105. 

12. The complete story is cited in Grimm, "Brecht's 
Beginnings," p. 23. 

13. Quoted in Berg-Pan, Bertolt Brecht and China, 
p. 27. 
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are various. What is clear, however, is that he got to 

know the effects of war and his firsthand look at the hor

rors of war strengthened his pacifistic views. Hence 

pacifism became an important element of his thought for the 

rest of his life. 

The year 1919 seems to have been fruitful for 

Brecht. In spite of war, destruction, revolution, unrest, 

slaughters and so on, all of which existed and naturally 

affected him, Brecht created ceaselessly. A diary about 

those times reads: "We stand together on the Lech bridge 

at eve, below the darkening meadows, while the town is 

wonderfully outlined in the blood-red of the singing sun. 

14 . . . Brecht is writing." Besides writing, Brecht com

posed songs, worked on plays (such as Ball), ballads and 

scenarios, and did numerous other projects. In a time of 

great political activities and significant political de

cisions, nothing stopped him from contributing something to 

literature, theater or other literary forms. In fact, his 

contributions were so great that his friend, Hanns Otto 

Munsterer, considers the year 1919 as "the richest period 

of all in Brecht's work . . . and certainly a happy year 

for German literature."^ 

14. Quoted in Hanns Otto Munsterer, "Recollections 
of Brecht in 1919 in Augsburg," in Brecht as They Knew Him, 
p. 28. 

15. Ibid., pp. 23-31. 
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After Ball, Brecht wrote Drums in the Night (1919). 

Being a poet and playwright, he took another career as a 

theater critic. For two years he reviewed plays and per

formances in the city theater of Augsburg. From the very 

start, his theatrical reviews consisted of his antagonism, 

his attacks, and his biting comments on plays and perfor

mances. In those reviews, however, his attitudes about 

theatrical practices reveal that he was in favor of "the 

theatre of illusion, the very kind of theatre,which later 

is to become the object of his vehement attacks. . . . Brecht 

stood for the principles of the theatre of illusion because 

16 he knew no others." Up to this time, Brecht had not made 

any rebellion against convention, nor had he envisioned 

his new theater or formulated its rules. However, he had 

felt the need for change and was in search of a form 

appropriate to the time. 

In 1921, because of the economic crisis in Augsburg, 

and especially in its theater, Brecht went to Munich and 

Berlin with the intention of directing plays and publishing 

his works. During the same year he also wrote In the 

Jungle of Cities and prepared his adaptation of Marlowe1s 

Edward II for stage. He increased his theater experiences 

by taking a post as dramaturg at the Kammerspiele Theater 

16. Werner Hecht, "The Development of Brecht's 
Theory of the Epic Theatre, 1918-1933," The Tulane Drama 
Review, Vol. 6 (Sept. 1961), pp. 43-44. 



in Munich. Here his theatrical views were widened because 

of his close contact with writers and critics, who, in 

Augsburg, had been mere names. 

During a short visit to Berlin, Brecht met Arnolt 

Bronnen, a known figure of contemporary German literature. 

One of Bronnen's plays, Vatermord, was already accepted to 

be performed. Insisting that he was the only person who 

could direct the play, Brecht was charged with directing 

it. Here is how Bronnen talks of Brecht's creativity in 

visualizing the text of a play in his mind: 

He [Bronnen] had found a director [Brecht] who 
translated a play into stage directions the 
instant that he read it.4 . . . This youngster, who 
after twenty-four hours had completed in his head 
a precise non-Euclidean book of stage directions— 
stage directions with as many dimensions as the ^ 
play had characters—was a real find for the theater. 

In every sphere of theater art at which Brecht tried his 

hand, he was spoken of as a genius, a talented man, an 

able artist. 

After the premiere of Bronnen"s play, Brecht re

turned to Munich, where his Drums in the Night was being 

rehearsed. This was the first production of a Brecht work 

and meant a lot to him. Consequently, he could not help but 

go to the rehearsals. He is said to have taken over the 

direction of the entire production, while the actual 

director had become his assistant. "Basically," Carl 

17. Arnolt Bronnen, "Brecht Directs," in Brecht 
as They Knew Him, p. 32. 



Weber reports, "he [Brecht] was attempting to wean them 

[the actors] from the pompous, over-ambitious typical 

German manner of the time, to bring them back to a realis

tic treatment of the lines . . . [Brecht] kept yelling at 

18 the actors that what they offered was shit." The world 

premiere of Drums in the Night took place, and its success

ful performance established Brecht's reputation as an 

innovator. By this, Brecht reached the beginnings of the 

path of fame. 

During the years 1922-23, Brecht's plays were per

formed one after another in several theaters. Brecht was 

now becoming more and more known. His artistic personality 

was clearly formed, and he had become a major concern for 

those working in the world of the theater. As dramaturg 

at the Kammerspiele Theater, he was required to direct a 

play. For this reason, he staged his version of Marlowe's 

Edward II in 1924. Brechtian theater is said to have begun 

with this production. "In many ways this was the debut of 

Brecht's 'epic theatre': a production naively sophisti-

19 cated, yet highly stylized." 

Having repeatedly visited Berlin, Brecht, in 1924, 

took up permanent residence in that city which was the 

18. Carl Weber, "Brecht as Director," in The 
Director in a Changing Theatre, ed. Robert Wills (Califor
nia: Mayfield Publishing Company, 1976) , p. 77. 

19. Esslin, A Choice of Evils, p. 16. 



intellectual, cultural and theatrical center of Germany. 

Here the famous Berlin period (1924-33) began—the period 

which was extraordinarily productive for him. He served 

as a dramaturg of Max Reinhardt's Deusches Theater (1924— 

26). He wrote the plays A Man Is a Man (1926); The Three

penny Opera (1928); The Flight of the Lindbergs (1929); The 

Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny (1928-29); The Lesson 

in Understanding (1929) ; he worked on the plays Saint Joan 

of the Stockyards and The Yes-Sayer and The No-Sayer (1929); 

he wrote Lehrstucke (the didactic plays, around 1930); The 

Seven Deadly Sins (1933) ; and he published one of his well-

known volumes of poems entitled Manual of Piety. Brecht's 

great success came with The Threepenny Opera, which was 

performed on stages all over Germany and most European 

countries. In 1928, he also married Helene Weigel (1900-

1971), the actress with whom he worked closely thereafter. 

However, the most important things which occured during 

the Berlin period were Brecht's association with Erwin 

Piscator, his serious and extensive study of Karl Marx, and, 

parallel to these activities, his formulations of the theory 

of his theater. 

In the last part of the 1920's, Brecht collaborated 

with Piscator, the left-wing German theater director. 

Deeply disturbed by his experiences of World War I and the 

causes that led to it, Piscator in his "Proletarian 

Theater" radically replaced art with politics. For him, 
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the traditional form of art had become a meaningless part 

of a decayed society. Hence, he built a new art, a poli

tical art, whose fundamental aim was to serve as an instru

ment for the education and enlightenment of the masses. 

The new political art, Piscator believed, called for a 

drastic shift from the destiny of the individual to that 

of the masses. "On the stage," Piscator wrote, 

man has significance for us through his existence 
in society. It is not the relationship of man with 
himself, or with God, that is essential, but his 
relationship with society. • . . When he enters into 
conflict (moral, spiritual or emotional) it is with 
society. Antiquity might have seen the essential 
position of man as facing Destiny, the Middle Ages 
as facing God, Rationalism as facing Nature, Roman
ticism as facing the strength of the Passions—but 
an age in which the confusion of all established 
order, the revision of all human values, and the 
reversal of all social relationships are the order of 
the day, can only view man's position as facing 
society and the social problems of his times—that 
is as a political being.20 

Second, a new production style was demanded. The 

aim of the new art, which was to show man's relations to 

society in a wider sociological and political context, 

could be achieved (Piscator thought) through a simple and 

direct production style, and with new techniques capable of 

helping to convey meaning as clearly as possible. Hence, 

Piscator used moving platforms, revolving stages, film 

strips, slides, posters and various other mechanical 

devices for his productions in order to show a social, 

20. Quoted in Michael Anderson, "From Epic to 
Alienation-1," New Theatre Magazine, Vol. 7 (Spring 
1967), p. 20. 



political, and economic background. Through his "techni

cal innovations for the stage," as Herbert Knust points 

out, "he [Piscator] attempted to develop a flexible "epic 

21  dramaturgy." Thus, the new "epic drama" of Piscator, 

was"painted against a wide canvass; the tradi
tional unity of action gave way as scene followed 
scene like a film or newspaper report of a his
torical event . . . all the technical resources 
available to the theatre were to be mobilized to 
convince the audience of the authenticity, not of 
the scene they were watching, but of the political 
facts which underlay the action.̂ 2 

Brecht was involved in many of Piscator's produc

tions, notably in his production of Good Soldier Schweik, 

and he learned a great deal from Piscator's revolutionary 

techniques. Expressing his indebtedness to Piscator, 

Brecht wrote: "Above all, the theatre's conversion to 

politics was Piscator's achievement, without which the 

Augsburger's theatre [Brecht's] would hardly be conceiv-

2 3 able." Needless to say, Brecht was influenced by 

Piscator's conception of epic drama and his epic produc

tion techniques. 

21. Herbert Knust, "Piscator and Brecht: Affini 
and Alienation," in Essays on Brecht: Theater and 
Politics, eds. Siegfried Mews and Herbert Knust (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1974), p. 46. 

22. Anderson, "From Epic to Alienation-1," 
p. 20 . 

23. Bertolt Brecht, The Messingkauf Dialogues, 
trans. John Willett (London: Methuen & COLTD, 1965), 
p. 69. 
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More important, however, was Brecht's study of 

24 Marx. "I am for the epic theatre," declared Brecht in 

1926, at the time when he was striving for an understanding 

of political economy. For this reason, he attended evening 

classes in economics taught by the sociologist and Marxist 

Fritz Sternberg. Brecht's sociological studies soon led 

him to Marxism and to the proletariat. Hence, Marxism 

began to have a conspicuous influence upon the function 

and purpose of his theater. 

Karl Marx, the nineteenth century German philo

sopher, created a system of thought which came to be 

called "materialist dialectics." By putting the study of 

history into a scientific context he wanted to show that 

events were determined not divinely but materialistically, 

and could thus be explained rationally. "According to 

Marx," the British critic Michael Anderson explains, 

the economic laws underlying modern industrial 
society made it inevitable that wealth should 
accumulate progressively in the hands of the 
"capitalists" while the "proletariat," on whose 
labour capitalism depended, would receive less 
and less share in the wealth they helped to create, 
their condition becoming literally worse than that 
of slaves. This would persist until the "prole
tarian revolution" took place, and a Communist 
state was established. The revolution, Marx 
thought and some Marxists still think, was inevit
able; but it would only happen when sufficient 

24. Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, ed. and 
trans. John Willett (New York: Hill and Wang, 1967), 
p. 15. 
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members of the proletariat were made to see the 
world through dialectical eyes, understand that 
society can and must be changed. 5 

The prologue to revolution, then, was a great process of 

education, in which the economic foundations of society 

were to be laid bare and the processes of capitalism 

revealed. This was what Piscator was aiming at in his 

Proletarian Theater. "For the dramatist," in Anderson's 

words, "two ways of harnessing his art to the Marxist view 

of life lie open." One is socialist realism, with its 

emphasis on positive characters and actions to be applauded 

and imitated. The other is Brecht1s way, which involves 

opening the spectator's eyes to the true structure of 

society, arousing his capacity for action, and forcing him 

to make decisions. It is the latter way which Anderson 

believes "to be the more logical and to have great vali-

j ,  „  2 6  dity. 

Greatly influenced by Marxist views, Brecht put 

his art at the service of the revolutionary workers. 

Openly confessing his allegiance to communism, he declared 

thus: 

But even if the whole world does not regard 
communism as its affair, yet the affair of 
communism is the whole world. . . . We are not 

25. Michael Anderson, "From Epic to Alienation-2," 
New Theatre Magazine, Vol. 7 (Summer 1967), p. 26. 

26. Ibid., p. 27. 



speaking for ourselves as a tiny part but for all 
of humanity as that part which represents the 
interests of all humanity (not a part of it).^7 

The switch to Marxism had many effects on Brecht's 

theory of theater, noticeably on its viewing man as having 

an influence on the economic and social conditions. "Man 

28 is to be grasped in his property as a destiny to man," 

stated Brecht. Equally important was the effect on the aim 

and function of theater. The pedagogical aim of the epic 

theater was directed to an eminently political-

revolutionary goal. "The epic theatre must function for 

29 the communistic goal." It must develop the workers' 

political awareness, must arouse their capacity for action, 

must arouse in them the desire to alter the world. "His 

'epic' theatre thus becomes the implement of Communism, 

since he takes it for granted that the way in which spec

tators will want to see the world altered is the Communist 

„30 way. 

Moreover, Brecht's "alienation effect," a key 

concept in his theater, owes its existence to a search for 

the right artistic means for the expression of Marxist 

27. Quoted in Hecht, "The Development of Brecht's 
Theory," pp. 87-88. 

28. Quoted in Ibid., p. 93. 

29. Ibid., p. 92. 

30. Ronald Gray, Bertolt Brecht (New York: 
Grove Press, Inc., 1961), p. 60. 
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dialectics in the theater. "An essential tenet of Marxist 

theory," as Anderson points out, 

is that man's attitudes and opinions are not some
thing that well up from his internal consciousness, 
but are entirely moulded by the society in which 
he finds himself. Every society builds up its 
"ideology," a set of beliefs drummed into its 
members by precept and example; the dominant class 
is the one which succeeds in imposing its ideology 
upon the others. Under this view, talk of "right" 
and "wrong," "good" and "bad," becomes meaningless. 
Morality itself is not an absolute standard, but a 
social circumstance which changes with each epoch 
and is moulded by the ideology of the dominant 
class. But—and here is the important point— 
this process is unconscious. It is only when we 
can stand outside ourselves, view the actions of 
ourselves, our friends and enemies objectively, and 
see the environment in which our ideals and personal 
emotions have their origin, that we can make any 
rational judgment about ourselves or our fellow 
beings. It is towards promoting this viewpoint that 
the "A-Effect" is directed.31 

For Brecht who immersed himself in Marxist litera

ture and thought, the term "alienation" ("Verfremdung" in 

German) was bound to recall the Marxist concept of "alien

ation." Brecht recognized that "alienation" was not an 

exclusively artistic or dramatic technique, but could be 

observed as an important principle in social reality as 

well. In his essay titled "Short Description of A New 

Technique of Acting," he points out that "to see one's 

mother as a man's wife one needs an A-effect; this is 

32 
provided, for instance, when one acquires a stepfather." 

One sees her then in a new light, as another man's wife, 

31. Anderson, "From Epic to Alienation-2," p. 27. 

32. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 144. 
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and it is almost as though one had never seen her before. 

"The achievement of the A-effect," Brecht explains in the 

same essay, 

constitutes something utterly ordinary, recurrent; 
it is just a widely-practised way of drawing one's 
own or someone else's attention to a thing. . . . 
The A-effect consists in turning the object of which 
one is to be made aware, to which one's attention is 
to be drawn, from something ordinary, familiar, immedi
ately accessible, into something peculiar, striking 
and unexpected. What is obvious is in a certain sense 
made incomprehensible, but this is only in order that 
it may then be made all the easier to comprehend. 
Before familiarity can turn into awareness the 
familiar must be stripped of its inconspicuousness; 
we must give up assuming that the object in question 
needs no explanation.33 

In other words, it is only when one views things objec

tively and critically, asks questions about them, thinks 

them strange and worth investigating, that he can learn 

something about them. 

It was in Berlin that Brecht began, for the second 

34 time, writing essays on drama and theater. These new 

essays were noticeably different from those previously 

written in Augsburg. In the new ones, there was no longer 

33. Ibid., pp. 143-144. 

34. Brecht first wrote reviews on the performances 
in the city theater of Augsburg from 1919 to 1921. In 
Berlin and after an interval of five years, he began writing 
on theater and drama. Through numerous reviews, articles, 
annotations to plays, and discussions, he explained the 
theories of his theater. In the last years of his life, he 
wrote two important treatises, The Messinqkauf Dialogues 
and A Short Organum for the Theatre, which present a 
summation and a reconsideration of his theories. 
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any hint of Brecht's being a supporter of "the theater of 

illusion." Conversely, they were full of attacks on the 

illusionist theater of his time, on its improper purpose, 

on its wrong function. Brecht analyzed the techniques and 

effects of the theater of his time. Parallel to this he 

exposed his own theories for an ideal theater which he 

called "Epic Theater," and offered new techniques for 

creating such an ideal theater. The following remarks 

will concentrate on what Brecht rejected, what he offered 

in its place, and how he implemented his ideas. 

From the outset it was stage illusion which Brecht 

abhorred and rejected, because it prevented the spectator 

from viewing the events critically. Instead of trying to 

be theater, 

the theatre of our parasitic bourgeoisie . . . 
"conjures up" the illusion that it is reflecting 
real-life incidents with a view to achieving more 
or less primitive shock effects or hazily defined 
sentimental moods.35 

Insisting upon reproducing real life on the stage, 

3 6 "the standard theater of Brecht's day" created a powerful 

35. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 160. 

36. Brecht divided all theatrical practices into 
two forms: his own and the rest. The latter he called 
"bourgeois," "culinary," "conventional," "dramatic," 
"Aristotelian," or "the theater of illusion." Consequently, 
his Epic Theater has been referred to as "anti-bourgeois," 
"anti-culinary," "unconventional," "non- or anti-
Aristotelian," or "anti-illusionist." For the sake of 
convenience, throughout this paper the author will use the 
term "the standard theater" for that which Brecht was in 
revolt against. 



illusion of reality. It used two techniques: the literal 

imitation of reality on the stage, and a quasi-hypnosis 

which made the spectator unable to recognize the unreality 

and improbability of what he saw before him. No device 

which might shatter stage illusion was permitted. Detailed 

realistic sets, authentic costumes, hidden lighting, 

naturally designed make-up, a naturalistic style of acting— 

all these and other aspects of theater were to correspond 

so exactly to the world outside that the spectator would 

forget he was in a theater, believing instead that what 

was on the stage was life in the process of being lived. 

Having been deluded into thinking the events he witnessed 

were real, the spectator identified with the characters 

and re-lived their inevitable fate. At the end of the 

performance, such a spectator, according to Brecht, said: 

Yes, I have felt like that too—Just like me— 
It's only natural—It'll never change—The suffer
ings of this man appal me, because they are 
inescapable—That's great art; it all seems the 
most obvious thing in the world—I weep when they 
weep, I laugh when they laugh.37 

Consequently, the spectator accepted as natural, 

immutable and unimprovable whatever the characters accepted 

as natural, immutable and unimprovable. In short, he took 

for granted whatever they took for granted. "When something 

seems 'the most obvious thing in t.ne world' it means that 

any attempt to understand the world has been given 

37. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 71. 
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38 up," and "one can no longer interpose one's judgment, 

imagination or reactions, and must simply conform by 

39 sharing in the experience." That the standard theater 

betrayed its spectator and reduced him to a role of complete 

passivity is clear. The function of the standard theater, 

equivalent to that of the church (as Brecht believed it), 

was, in Ronald Gray's words, thus: 

It supplies an opium, drugs the spectator into 
unconsciousness of true reality, and persuades 
him that the most intolerable situations can be 
endured because they are endurable in the 
theatre.40 

Hence, the spectator came to such a theater to be mesmer

ized, to escape from an ever more unbearable reality, and 

to creep into the skins of the heroes he saw on the stage. 

Having surrendered himself to the illusory world of the 

stage, the spectator could only react emotionally and 

sentimentally, thus falling a victim to a hypnotic trance 

which paralysed his critical senses. Brecht described the 

effects of the standard theater on its spectators thus: 

Looking about us, we see somewhat motionless figures 
in a peculiar condition: they seem strenuously to 
be tensing all their muscles, except where these 
are flabby and exhausted. They scarcely communi
cate with each other; their relations are those of 
a lot of sleepers, though of such as dream rest
lessly because, as is popularly said of those who 

38. Ibid., p. 71. 

39. Ibid., p. 219. 

40. Ronald Gray, Brecht the Dramatist (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1976), p. 81. 



have nightmares, they are lying on their backs. 
True, their eyes are open, but they stare rather 
than see, just as they listen rather than hear. 
They look at the stage as if in a trance: an 
expression which comes from the Middle Ages, the 
days of witches and priests. Seeing and hearing 
are activities, and can be pleasant ones, but 
these people seem relieved of activity and like 
men to whom something is being done.^l 

Being acted upon, entranced and actionless, the spectator 

looked into a room as if through a missing fourth wall, 

and accepted whatever the standard artists decided to give 

out as the truth. In short, the spectator was like a 

puppet controlled by the artists. 

The standard actor, Brecht believed, had a strong 

hand in the process of entrancing the spectator and para

lysing his critical and rational faculties. The actor's 

objective was to make the spectator identify with the 

events and characters on the stage. This could be achieved 

through the spectator's emotional involvement in the action 

of the play, in other words through his empathy. In order 

to attract the spectator's empathy, the actor used "every 

energy to convert himself as completely as possible into a 

42 different type, that of the character in question." The 

actor identified with the character, and the spectator 

(through the actor) with the character. Brecht's vivid 

example reveals how the actor achieved the result by means 

41. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 187. 

42. Ibid., p. 93. 
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of elaborate psychological techniques which ended by 

putting both himself and the spectator into trances: 

Suppose they have to act a leave-taking. They 
put themselves in a leave-taking mood. They 
want to induce a leave-taking mood in the audi
ence. If the seance is successful it ends up 
with nobody seeing anything further, nobody 
learning any lessons, at best everyone recollec
ting. In short, everybody feels.43 

Being in a trance-like state, the spectator lost his self-

identity and self-control. He accepted what he saw without 

self-awareness, without observation, without question. He 

was no longer able to think because, as Esslin points out, 

identification with the characters of the play 
makes thinking almost impossible: the audience 
whose souls have crept into that of the hero 
will see the action entirely from his point of 
view, and as they are breathlessly following a 
course of events which, in suspension of disbelief, 
they accept as really happening before their very 
eyes, they have neither the time nor the detach
ment to sit back and reflect in a truly critical 
spirit on the social and moral implications of the 
play.44 

Brecht was by no means opposed, as we shall see later, to 

the spectator's identification with the play's characters. 

What he opposed was an unthinking sort of identification, 

an uncritical acceptance. Besides, to make the spectator 

unable to think, as did the standard theater, can certainly 

not be considered as a proper function or purpose for any 

kind of theater. 

43. Ibid., p. 26. 

44. Esslin, A Choice of Evils, pp. 114-115. 



What is more, Brecht accused specific dramaturgical 

practices of causing similar undesirable conditions. The 

standard playwrights followed the rules of dramaturgical 

theories of Goethe and Schiller, who had in turn based their 

theory on Aristotle's Poetics. Brecht labelled his theory 

"non-Aristotelian." Not only did he rebel against the 

standard playwrights' canonized ideas of drama associated 

with Aristotle, he also believed that the Aristotelian view 

of drama began with a false premise. 

The Aristotelian theater encourages illusion and 

seeks to have its spectator identify (preferably emotion

ally) with the events and characters portrayed on the 

stage. In such a theater, 

we can only identify ourselves with a person if 
the things that happen to him are credible. The 
intrusion of irrational elements, of unexplained 
events, destroys our emotional surrender as we are 
carried along to the high point of Catharsis. From 
this rises the need for unity of action, for care
ful linking of one scene to another and finally 
for verisimilitude in the neo-classical sense, 
where every precaution is taken to ensure that the 
audience forgets that what is presented on the 
stage is in fact a deception and not reality.45 

As has been pointed out, to create illusion of reality was 

the aim of the standard theater. Therefore, the standard 

theater's playwrights had good reasons for accepting as a 

perfect guideline the Aristotelian concept of drama, the 

drama of illusion, the drama of spectator-identification 

with the characters. Hence they designed their works to 

45. Anderson, "From Epic to Alienation-2," p. 29. 



grip the spectator emotionally and to hurry on from scene 

to scene toward the climax, leaving the spectator no time 

to interpose his own judgment of the characters and their 

deeds.. 

Furthermore, the standard theater was the theater 

of fixed, highly individualized characters. "Its repre

sentation of people," Brecht said, 

is bound by the alleged "eternally human." Its 
story is arranged in such a way as to create 
"universal" situations that allow Man with a 
capital M to express himself: man of every 
period and every colour. All its incidents are 
just one enormous cue, and this cue is followed 
by the "eternal" response: the inevitable, 
usual, natural, purely human response. ... A 
few circumstances vary, the environments are 
altered, but Man remains unchanged. History applies 
to the environment, not to Man. The environment is 
remarkably unimportant, is treated simply as a pre
text; it is a variable quantity and something re
markably inhuman . . . whereas he is a fixed 
quantity, eternally unchanged.̂ 6 

If the spectator is to identify with a fixed, eternally 

unchanged character taken from another period of time, he 

must believe that human nature is immutable—otherwise it 

would be impossible to sympathize with that character. 

This made no sense to Brecht the Marxist thinker, who 

believed that everything constantly changes, including 

human nature. Moreover, Brecht believed that what was 

important about people from another age or another social 

class from the spectator's own, was their differences and 

not their similarities in relation to himself. And 

46. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, pp. 96-97. 
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not superficial historical differences like 
accuracy of costume or properties, dialect, or 
settings . . . but more subtle and pervasive 
differences in the underlying economic, social, 
and political conditions which govern the course 
of history.47 

By ignoring these influences on society, the standard 

theater distorted its representation of reality. 

The negative aspects of the standard theater of 

Brecht's day, as we have seen, range from its emphasis on 

illusion, on empathy, on the eternally human, to its hypno

sis of its spectator; to its urge that human nature is 

unchanging, that the world is as it is; and finally 

to its unfaithful representation of reality. Such a theater 

of high emotional and low political content stood in need 

of the most drastic reform. For Brecht the point was to 

replace it with a theater capable of satisfying the needs 

of the age in which people were at the mercy of economic 

and political forces beyond their immediate control. 

Brecht envisioned a new theater, the Epic Theater, founded 

on new pillars: a new purpose, a new spectator, a new 

dramaturgy, and a new style of production. 

The first thing to be changed was the purpose, for 

48 
"it is the new purpose . . . which makes the new art." 

47. Christopher Michael Sperberg, Approaching 
Mother Courage or Who's Afraid of Bertolt B? (California: 
Stanford, 1979), p. 8. 

48. Quoted in Hecht, "The Development of Brecht's 
Theory," p. 76. 



The new purpose was to contribute to the development of 

workers' conscience as a revolutionary class in a Marxist 

sense. It was to develop their political awareness, 

to instruct them entertainingly, to entertain them instruc

tively, and to force them to draw concrete (and preferably 

revolutionary) conclusions from the issues presented on 

the stage. However, the new purpose could not be easily 

attained with the public accustomed to the standard 

theater. The entranced spectators of the standard theater 

would have to be replaced by rational ones. The new ones 

would not be allowed to become emotional or to fall in a 

trance. "They would instead be forced rationally to consi

der the most basic and the most complex problems of 

49 capitalism, communism, technology, and the megalopolis." 

The new theater should encourage social criticism in the 

spectators and enable them to take up a critical attitude 

toward what they see. 

To achieve the new purpose, Epic Theater itself 

took up a critical attitude toward its subject matter. 

Epic Theater viewed its subject matter, society, critically 

and dispassionately. It took nothing for granted; it 

observed all, weighed all, questioned all. Unlike the 

standard theater which portrayed humanity as eternally 

unchanging, Epic Theater was "not supposed to be thrown open 

49. Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 18. 
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for all eternity. It [was] meant only for our own day, 

50 precisely for our own day." Thus, it showed characters 

without God-given qualities, humanity as mutable, human 

behavior as alterable, man himself as dependent on certain 

political and economic factors and at the same time as 

capable of altering them. 

Brecht set about changing the form of the plays. 

Naturally, he the social playwright gave prominence to the 

political, social, and economic aspects of life in his 

plays. In addition, the unity of action, linking of 

scenes and verisimilitude made no sense to him, for he 

did not have the intention of arousing the spectator's 

emotions with the usual suspense, hysteria, climax or 

crisis. As opposed to the standard dramatic form of 

playwriting, he offered an episodic, narrative form empha

sizing reporting. Since he had a discontinuous view of the 

world, he wrote plays showing that the world was not a 

theoretical, connected whole created by a playwright in the 

seclusion of his study. "Epic thus claims to be more 

realistic than the realistic theatre, since it is akin to 

51 
living itself and deals with contemporary fact." 

As important as what Brecht offered was the manner 

in which he offered it. Here the notion of 

50. Brecht, The Messingkauf Dialogues, p. 99. 

51. Allan Lewis, The Contemporary Theatre (New 
York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 1971), p. 234. 



"Verfremdungseffekt," known as A(lienation)-Effect, inter

venes. As noted earlier, Brecht's purpose in using the 

effect was to impart to the spectator an insight into 

social reality. Another purpose attributed to the A-Effect 

is that of thwarting the illusionism of the stage, of 

inhibiting the spectator's emotional identification with 

the events and characters on the stage. Instead of 

attempting to re-create a spurious present by pretending 

that the events of the play are actually taking place at 

the time of each performance, Epic Theater seeks to remain 

theater. It abandons the illusion of reality and affirms 

the artificiality of the performance. With the help of the 

A-Effects, Epic Theater constantly reminds the spectator 

that he is in a theater, watching not real life but "live 

representations of reported or invented happenings between 

52 human beings," impersonated by trained actors, "whose 

art consists in the economy, accuracy, and clarity of their 

53 portrayals." Epic Theater seeks to create art that shows 

it is art, to present theatrical representations that look 

not like reality but like theatrical representations. 

Hence, Epic Theater uses signs that look like signs, 

scenery that looks like scenery, and costumes that draw 

attention to the fact that they are costumes. Epic Theater 

also makes use of anti-illusionist techniques such as film 

52. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 180. 

53. Sperberg, Approaching Mother Courage, p. 12. 



strips, graphs, and projected photographs—the techniques 

which involve the mind rather than the emotions of the 

spectator. 

However, the crucial step in the process of re

moving the thoughtless emotional identification of the 

spectator with the characters was to stop the actor from 

identifying himself with the characters. "At no moment," 

said Brecht, "must he [the actor] go so far as to be 

wholly transformed into the character played. The verdict 

'he didn't act Lear, he was Lear' would be an annihilating 

54 blow to him. He has just to show the character." The 

actor must stand outside the character, showing the specta 

tor, as though in quotation marks, how the character 

behaved. By creating distance between himself and the 

character he portrays, the actor allows distance to exist 

between the character and the spectator. Distanced from 

that which he sees, the spectator then remains detached, 

alert, observant, freed from the hypnotic trance, and able 

to see critically, objectively and dispassionately. 

Brecht strongly believed in change. He was "more 

interested in the work than the finished result; more in 

the problem than the solution; more in the road than the 

55 goal." Accordingly, the theory of his theater changed 

54. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 193. 

55. Lion Feuchtwanger, "Bertolt Brecht Presented 
to the British," in Brecht as They Knew Him, p. 19. 
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and developed throughout his life. Much misleading criti

cism has been written about Brecht's philosophy of emotion 

and its role in his theater by the critics who looked no 

further than Brecht's early statements. They have accused 

his theater of being devoid of emotions and feelings. They 

have believed that the Brechtian actor is supposed to play 

totally unemotionally, and that the spectator is likewise 

not to feel but only to think. 

Brecht had no intention of robbing the spectators 

of their legitimate right to emotion in the theater. Much 

misunderstanding has been due to the fact that Brecht, from 

the very start, kept emphasizing the importance of reason 

in his theater when he said on various occasions that, "I 

appeal to the reason,"^ that "reason is fairly comprehen-

57 sive and to be relied on," or that "most of all we want 

58 people to think in the theatre." In fact, Brecht's 

recognition of the place of emotion in the theater is 

clearly expressed in one of his earliest attempts to define 

his form of theater: 

The essential point of the epic theatre is perhaps 
that it appeals less to the feelings than to the 
spectator's reason. Instead of sharing an exper
ience the spectator must come to grips with things. 

56. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 14. 

57. Ibid., p. 15. 

58. Quoted in Keith A. Dickson, Towards Utopia: 
A Study of Brecht (London: Clarendon Press, 1978), p. 
136. 



At the same time it would be quite wrong to try 
and deny emotion to this kind of theatre.^9 

The spectator's process of coming to grips with what is 

demonstrated on the stage, Brecht recognized, is more than 

a strictly intellectual process. It involves emotions too 

though they are subordinated to reason. Again and again 

Brecht made it clear that he did not intend to abolish 

emotions from the theater. Epic Theater "by no means 

renounces emotion, least of all the sense of justice, the 

6 0 urge to freedom, and righteous anger." Finally, in his 

The Messinqkauf Dialogues, The Actor sees The Philosopher 

(who represents Brecht's point of view) as making the 

following demands: 

Down with guessing, hurrah for knowing! Down 
with suspicion, hurrah for conviction! Down with 
feelings, hurrah for argument! Down with dreams, 
hurrah for plans! Down with yearning, hurrah 
for determination! 

(To which The Philosopher's reply is:) 

I wasn't really being so definite about art's 
broad tasks. Certainly I was against the contrary 
attitude: Down with knowing, hurrah for guessing, 
and so on. . . . Why should I want to knock out 
the whole realm of guessing, dreaming and feeling? 
People do tackle social problems in these ways. 
Guessing and knowledge aren't opposites. Guessing 
can lead to knowledge, knowledge to guessing. 
Dreams can lead to plans, plans can merge into 
dreams. I yearn for something and set out, and I 
still yearn as I move. One thinks feelings and 
one feels thoughtfully.61 

59. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 23. 

60. Ibid., p. 227. 

61. Brecht, The Messinqkauf Dialogues, pp. 91-92. 
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Nor did Brecht intend to eliminate totally the 

spectator's or the actor's emotional identification with 

the characters. The actor, Brecht said, must build up his 

part in such a way that he identifies with his character 

but does not permanently lose himself in him. On the 

subject of building up a character, The Philosopher advises 

The Actor thus: 

Probably you'll have repeatedly to get inside the 
person you are representing, his situation, his 
physical characteristics, his modes of thought. 
It's one of the operations involved in building the 
character up. It's entirely consistent with our 
purposes, so long as you know how to get out of 
him again. There's a vast difference between some
body 's having a picture of something, which demands 
imagination, and an illusion, which demands gulli
bility. We need imagination for our purposes; we 
want not to create illusions but to see that the ^ 
audience too gets a picture of the matter in hand. 

Thus, putting oneself in place of the character is necessary. 

So it is useful, for it helps to exercise the creative 

power of imagination. However, this identifying imagina

tion becomes harmful where it makes one forget reality. 

It can be seen from what has been said so far that 

Epic Theater is intended to evoke an emotional response. 

The emotions are, however, to be different from those stimu

lated by the standard theater. They are rational, critical, 

creative. Brecht's aim was, in his own words, to "give a 

6 3 
social stimulus to our audience (get them moving)." In 

62. Ibid., p. 55. 

63. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 229. 
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order for Epic Theater to get them moving, it is necessary 

to provide them with motivation as well as insight. 

The rich and productive period of Brecht's life in 

Berlin was ended at the time when Hitler came to power. 

On 28 February 1933, Brecht, "fifth on the black list of 

64 the National Socialist Party," fled from Germany, to 

spend the next fourteen years in exile. He first traveled 

via Prague, Vienna and Zurich to Thuro, Denmark, where he 

stayed for six years (1933-39). In this period, Brecht 

wrote The Threepenny Novel (1934) ; The Horatians and the 

Curatians (1934); Fear and Misery of the Third Reich (1934-

38); he finished his first version of Galileo (1938) ; 

he worked on The Good Woman of Setzuan (1938) ; and wrote 

two one-act plays Dansen and What is the Price of Iron? 

(1939). He also spent a good deal of time traveling to 

London (1934 and 1936) , Moscow (1935) , Paris (1935 and 1937) , 

and New York (1935) , in order to promote his professional 

interests. It was in Moscow that Brecht's closest contact 

with something genuinely Chinese took place. This was the 

encounter with the famous Chinese actor Mei Lan-fang. While 

performing, Mei Lan-fang "demonstrated his art by acting 

out a scene from the Chinese dramatic repertory in a 

critical, aloof manner and without make-up, costume, or 

64. Reinhold Grimm and William Elwood, "Brecht, The 
Man and the Playwright," in Bertolt Brecht; The Man and 
His Theatre, ed. William Elwood (Wisconsin: University of 
Wisconsin Theatre bull., 1977), p. 3. 



6 5 lighting." Profoundly impressed by the Chinese actor's 

performance, Brecht wrote two essays entitled "Alienation 

Effects in Chinese Acting" and "On the Theatre of the 

Chinese." In Paris, Brecht joined the preparations for a 

performance, in French, of The Threepenny Opera. In 

New York, he went to the rehearsals of his play The Mother 

at the Theater Union. 

Because of Nazi Germany's invasion of Denmark, 

Brecht's life was in danger. On 23 April 1940, he left 

Denmark. For 27 months, he was a wanderer in search of 

a country in which to live safely yet not to feel the 

dreadful shadow of Nazi Germany. He lived for a while in 

Stockholm, Sweden, Finland, and then in Moscow (only for 

3 days). It is amazing to notice that he wrote some of his 

masterpieces during this wandering period. He wrote Mother 

Courage and Her Children (1938-39); The Good Woman of 

Setzuan (1938-41); Mr. Puntila and His Servant Matti 

(1940); and The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui (1941). The 

first two brought him great international fame and success. 

Never had Brecht the stage-director missed the stage as 

he did during this period. A note of those times reads 

thus: "It is impossible to finish up a piece without the 

stage. . . . Only the stage can decide on the possible 

65. Berg-Pan, Bertolt Brecht and China, p. 
164. 
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variants. Except for Mother and Roundheads, everything I 

fi ft 
have written ... is untested." 

On 21 July 1941, having obtained a visa to enter 

the United States, Brecht arrived in Los Angeles, where he 

lived for six years (1941-47) , though he made many prolonged 

trips to New York. He had great difficulties in getting 

used to the new environment. Less than a month after his 

arrival in California, he wrote: 

Nowhere has life been more difficult for me than 
here, in this showplace of the "easy going." I feel 
as if I had been removed from this age . . . 15,000 
kilometers away there is a bloody massacre in 
Europe, day and night, deciding our fate. It 
generates only a faint echo here in the busy market 
of artificiality.67 

The years in America, in comparison with those in 

the previous exile places, were not productive. Neverthe

less, Brecht worked on a number of film scripts for Holly

wood studios, but he managed to sell only one of them, 

Hangmen Also Die. He also wrote the English version of 

Galileo with the help of the actor Charles Laughton; he 

adapted Webster's Duchess of Malfi; and wrote The Visions 

of Simone Machard. However, it was in America that he began 

and completed writing The Caucasian Chalk Circle, generally 

considered as one of the masterpieces of modern drama. 

66. Klaus Volker, Brecht Chronicle (New York: 
The Seabury Press, Inc., 1975), p. 97. 

67. Quoted in Karl H. Schoeps, Bertolt Brecht 
(New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1977), p. 
30. 
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On 30 October 1947, Brecht was summoned before "The 

Committee on Un-American Activities," because of his con

nections with left-wingers and Marxists. Having fooled the 

skillful "Communist Catchers," he left the United States 

the following day. 

In 1948, after having stayed for a while in Paris 

and Zurich, Brecht went to East Berlin, where the govern

ment placed him in charge of a theater. He founded the so-

called Berliner Ensemble with a brilliant company of 

players such as Helene Weigel, Ernst Busch, Angelika 

Hurwicz, and others. Under his own direction, the Ensemble 

staged two magnificent productions of Mother Courage and 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle, representing "Brecht at the very 

6 8 zenith of his powers both as playwright and as director." 

These two plays were performed in East Berlin, Paris, 

London (two weeks after Brecht's death), and finally in 

Moscow. On 14 August 1956, Bertolt Brecht, at the age of 

58 and in the midst of rehearsals of Galileo, died of a 

heart attack. He died but 

his theatre, his dramatic work, his poems, his works 
o$_ theory and instruction—everything that is left 
behind by this seeker, this outstanding, powerful 
talent—will naturally persist and live on.69 

In the process of directing a play, it is essential 

for the director to gain a thorough knowledge of the author 

68. Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 144. 

69. Konstantin Fedin, "Bertolt Brecht," in Brecht 
as They Knew Him, p. 193. 



of that play. Brecht was not just an author; he was a 

drama theorist, a stage-director, and an innovator as well 

The introduction to the thesis, besides touching upon 

Brecht's life and his dramatic work, has dealt basically 

with his innovations in the theater and the reasons for 

them. The following chapters will deal directly with The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle, which is as complete an example 

of his innovations as one may look for. 



CHAPTER II 

THE SOURCE AND THE BIRTH OF THE 
CAUCASIAN CHALK CIRCLE (DER 
KAUKASISCHE KREIDEKREIS) 

To discover the true source, or sources, for 

Brecht's The Caucasian Chalk Circle has been the subject of 

study for many scholars and critics. Some believe that 

"it is extremely unlikely that Brecht went back to the 

ancient Chinese poet of the Chalk Circle,"''' or that the 

chalk-circle story "did not come to him from Chinese 

sources." but from Per Kreidekreis, Klabund's German 

adaptation of the original Chinese play in 1925. Others 

are of the opinion that The Caucasian Chalk Circle is 

"the only major work by Brecht which is based on a genuine 

Chinese literary source."^ It is the latter notion which 

seems to be more logical. That Klabund's version of the 

original Chinese legend had influences on Brecht cannot be 

1. J. M. Ritchie, Brecht; Per Kaukasische 
Kriedekreis (London: Edward Arnold, 1976), p. 10. 

2. Politzer, "How Epic is," p. 108. 

3. Renata Berg-Pan, "Mixing Old and New Wisdom: 
The 'Chinese' Sources of Brecht's Kaukasischer Kreidekreis 
and Other Works," German Quarterly, Vol. 48 (Mar. 1975), 
p. 215. 
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ignored. But Brecht, who had read an English translation 

of the original Chinese play while in exile in Scandina-

4 via, is unlikely to have taken an adapatation of it as his 

primary source. Besides, in the Prologue to The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle Brecht himself attributes his play to the 

original Chinese source. 

The date which Brecht wrote The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle was by no means the first time he had shown interest 

in things Chinese. His discovery of things Chinese and 

Oriental goes back to a much earlier time, notably in the 

twenties, when he actually began studying certain philo

sophical and literary works of Chinese and Oriental origin. 

Throughout his life he never lost his interest in things 

Chinese. According to Berg-Pan: 

He [Brecht] followed political events in revolu
tionary China with keen interest but also delighted 
in the achievements of her ancient culture and 
civilization. Mixing old and new wisdom, China 
taught him many useful things. First and fore
most, China was for Brecht a focusing point of 
social problems generally, including those besetting 
modern Europe, and provided proof that they can be 
solved. . . . Secondly, China helped Brecht to come 
to terms with his role as modern European poet, 
teacher, political thinker and exile. Thirdly, 
the achievements of China, both ancient and revo
lutionary, showed Brecht that the essence of Marxist 
thinking is not new and revolutionary at all, but 
that it is as old as human civilization itself. 
Finally . . . ancient Chinese philosophers pro
vided him with guidelines for the practice of 
Marxist ideology in daily life and suggested ways 
to Brecht in which the truth could be spread more 
successfully.5 

4. Berg-Pan, Bertolt Brecht and China, p. 197. 

5. Berg-Pan, "Mixing Old and New Wisdom," p. 204. 
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The theory and works of a man so deeply involved in things 

Chinese remained open to be influenced, largely or parti

ally, by it. The Caucasian Chalk Circle was no exception. 

It could not escape Chinese influence. As the swansong of 

Brecht, The Caucasian Chalk Circle is indeed brimful of 

influences which range from the Greek drama to the 

Japanese Noh plays. 

The original Chinese play, called The Chalk Circle 

and written by the ancient poet Li Hsing-Tao, is the 64th 

play from a collection of one hundred pieces composed under 

the Yuan Dynasty (1280-1368), and has a strong resemblance 

to the judgment of King Solomon in the Bible. In summary, 

the action of the original play is as follows: the father 

of Hai Tang, ruined financially, commits suicide. She 

becomes the second wife of the rich and respected man Ma, 

and bears him a son. Given the great gift of life, Mr. 

Ma begins to love her more than his legal wife who is 

barren. Mrs. Ma, in order to enjoy life with her lover 

Ch'ao, poisons Mr. Ma, accuses Hai Tang of his death, and 

6. The biblical story (I Kings, 3: 16-28) tells 
us of a dispute between two women, each of whom claimed that 
a baby belonged to her. One was the real mother and the 
other was trying to steal it by claiming it. Solomon, 
incapable of persuading either of them to change her story, 
ordered that the baby be cut in half, and that each claimant 
be given an equal share. One of the women immediately cried 
out in horror, saying that she would rather lose the child 
to her rival than to see it killed. Solomon decreed that 
this woman, since she has shown concern for the child's 
life, must be the legitimate mother. Hence the revelation 
of the power of blood is revealed. 



claims the son and the inheritance which comes with him as 

her own. A bribed judge conducts the trial and Mrs. Ma 

wins the case. In the final trial the honest judge Pao 

determines the maternity by putting the two women to the 

test of the magic chalk circle: the child is placed in a 

circle, and only the true mother can lead it out. Hai 

Tang, afraid of hurting her son, lets him go and is thus 

found to be the true mother. She wins her case not solely 

because she is the biological mother, but because she is 

also the socially more valuable person. This characteris

tic of the original Chinese play is strongly underlined in 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle, the victory of whose heroine is 

solely that of the more socially valuable person. 

Apparently, what seems to have been taken by 

Brecht from the Chinese legend is only the device of the 

chalk circle, and since he changed the application of the 

device, and since the plot of his play is considerably 

different from that of the original, one would not probably 

notice the Chinese source. However, several characteris

tics of the original Chinese play must have attracted 

Brecht's attention and interest. First, is the criticism 

of Chinese society as indicated in this forensic drama, 

which deals with corruption in the courts. As Berg-Pan 

points out: 

The original Chinese play actually constitutes a 
parody, showing up the corrupt courts and the 
deterioration of Chinese officialdom. It is not 
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a true and direct reflection of society but a 
Utopian dream wherein justice is demonstrated 
to be an entirely fortuitous gift.? 

Because of a series of coincidences as miraculous as divine 

intervention, Hai Tang survives and gets justice. This 

characteristic can be clearly seen in Brecht1s play, where 

Grusha miraculously receives justice from Azdak. Second, is 

the mingling of lyrical verse with prose and dramatic dia

logues in the original play. Third, is the technical and 

dramatic devices employed in the original play, namely the 

devices of self-introduction and sung interpolations. More

over, the original play consists of a prologue and four acts, 

Brecht's play of a prologue and five acts. Fourth, is the 

existence of two judges in the original play, one being the 

corruptible Su-shun, always drunken and unacquainted with a 

single article of the code, and the other the honest Pao, 

whose inflexibility in upholding the mandates of the law is 
O 

known to the public. Azdak, the good-bad judge of The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle, appears to be a fusion of the 

qualities of these two judges, though he remains a typi

cally Brechtian creation in his attitude towards authority. 

Fifth, is the existence of court-scenes in the original 

play. "The forensic device held a fascination for 

7. Berg-Pan, Bertolt Brecht and China, p. 199. 

8. Anonymous, The Chalk Circle, in World Drama: 
An Anthology, trans. Ethal van Veer, ed. Barrett Harper 
Clark (New York: n.p., 1933), p. 251. 



9 Brecht," as did the court-room, often the culminating 

scene of his plays. The original play has at least two 

court scenes while in Brecht's play there are six court 

scenes. Sixth and the last is the presentation of law as 

the handmaid of whoever can buy it. Mrs. Ma, for example, 

gets justice for she is able to pay for it. The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle is very likely to have been influenced by 

these characteristics of the original Chinese play, to 

which Brecht even expressed his indebtedness: 

The chalk circle test in the old Chinese novel 
and play, as well as its Biblical counterpart, 
Solomon's sword test, remain valuable as tests 
of motherhood (by discovering motherliness) even 
if motherhood is to be determined socially rather 
than biologically.I® 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle is also likely to have 

been influenced by Kalbund's Per Kreidekreis. Klabund 

(pen name of Alfred Henschke) was first and foremost a 

lyric poet, and one of the attractions of the original 

Chinese play, in his eyes, must have been its mingling of 

prose and verse. He wrote a German adaptation and sub

stituted his own lyrics. While retaining theatrical tech

niques, particularly the epic device of self-introduction, 

he nevertheless allowed himself a free hand with the play 

generally. For instance, at the close of the original play 

all the wrong-doers are either dismissed from their jobs, 

9. Malcolm Read, "Brecht, Klabund and the Chalk 
Circle," Modern Language, Vol. 53-54 (1972-73), p. 31. 

10. Bertolt Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle, 
The Tulane Drama Review, Vol. 12 (Fall 1967), p. 94. 
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exiled, or severely punished. Mrs. Ma and her lover are 

decapitated and cut into twenty-four pieces in a public 

place. Klabund, in order to suit western tastes, toned 

down its ruthlessness. In his version, the wrong-doers, 

even the criminals, are all forgiven. Moreover, Hai Tang's 

brother, a somewhat dissolute young man in the original 

play, has become a revolutionary student whom the Emperor 

makes into a judge. It is possible that the revolutionary 

student in Klabund's play gave Brecht the inspiration to 

create his revolutionary Azdak. 

However, the most drastic change appears to be 

Klabund's introduction of an erotic theme by allowing Hai 

Tang to marry the judge who administers the trial. Accor

ding to Klabund's version, the ex-prostitute Hai Tang, 

before marrying Ma, fell in love with the imperial prince 

Pao. In the happy ending of the play, Hai Tang tells Pao 

of her dream on her bridal night in which he loved and 

enjoyed her. Pao then explains to her that he actually 

was there and made love to her. In the final act, it is 

Pao, now become Emperor, who functions as a judge, conducts 

the trial, and triumphantly discovers the true mother of 

the child, but the fact is that he knows who she is because 

the child is his! He acknowledges Hai Tang as his wife, 

her son, and the happy ending is reassured. Consequently, 

Legality and justice are assumed to be identical, 
and only the corruption of the judiciary gives rise 
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to injustice. The fairy-tale ending is a symbolic 
celebration of the pre-established harmony of 
the world, which the wickedness of men has only 
temporarily disrupted.H 

As far as the love theme and happy ending are concerned, 

Klabund's version might have influenced Brecht, since The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle contains a love theme (between 

Grusha and Simon), and ends happily. However, the latter 

may have been due to the pressures of writing under a 

contract, because, after all, The Caucasian Chalk Circle 

was commissioned for a Broadway production. 

Brecht mentioned directly the original Chinese play 

as the sole source for The Caucasian Chalk Circle, whose 

very last act, act six, is only called "The Chalk Circle." 

However, other probable sources have been discovered or 

suggested. For instance, the hesitation before Grusha 

takes the child in Act II is said to have been borrowed 

1 2  from the great Charles Chaplin film The Kid. Act III, 

"The Flight to the Northern Mountains," and the wedding 

scene in Act IV are said to have been drawn from the Marx 

13 Brothers' zany film A Night at the Opera. The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle "has also absorbed elements of the older 

American theatre, which excelled in burlesque and 

11. Dickson, Towards Utopia, p. 154. 

12. Alfred D. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays 
(London: The Macmillan Press Ltd., 1978), p. 157. 

13. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 9. 
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14 spectacle," stated Brecht. Some of the language of the 

play is Biblical; the technique of narration and comment 

Japanese; the construction cinematic; and "The Song of 

15 Chaos" Egyptian. The similarity of the Singer's function 

in Brecht's play to Aeschylus' use of the chorus has been 

16 pointed out. Brecht's versatile use of the chorus as a 

structural device has also been compared to the function 

of the chorus in the Noh plays, where it has a much more 

17 active, involved role than m the Greek drama. And 

finally, Robert Brustein has indicated the extent to which 

the mood, atmosphere and structure of Brecht's play approx

imate the Shakespearean model: 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle, for example, is not 
only permeated with the mood and atmosphere of 
Shakespearean comedy, but also with some of its 
dramatic conventions. The prologue to the play 
functions as a Shakespearean introduction; the 
main plot turns on suspense, misunderstanding, and 
intrigue. Grusha, like Rosaline in As You Like It, 
must flee the city in disguise as a result of 
usurpation and revolution. And Azdak, like so 
many of Shakespeare's clowns, is a Lord of Mis
rule: Toby Belch out of Charlie Chaplin by 
Groucho Marx. The storyteller is a kind of 
of Shakespearean chorus in his manipulation of 
time and space; and the songs of the play, like 
Shakespeare's songs, function as lyrical breaks 
in the action. Finally, the reconciliations 

14. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," p. 
93. 

15. John Willett, The Theatre of Bertolt Brecht 
(London: Methuen & COLTD, 1959), p. 124. 

16. Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 147. 

17. Maria P. Alter, "Bertolt Brecht and the Noh 
Drama," Modern Drama, Vol. 11 (Sept. 1968), p. 124. 
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at the conclusion of the work remind one of 
Shakespeare's way of tying off a Romantic 
plot—and like Much Ado About Nothing, the 
play ends with a dance.IB 

Brecht had the habit of taking whatever he needed 

and from wherever he found it, using it as a point of 

departure, then transforming it, and finally making it 

uniquely his own. This is the case with The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle. From China he borrowed the play but twisted 

its moral to suit his own purposes. He transferred the 

action of the play from ancient China to contemporary 

Georgia and the Caucasus. To it he added the Azdak plot, 

and a prologue in which to outline a contemporary problem. 

In the Prologue there is a dispute between a number of 

villagers over the ownership of a piece of land. In the 

course of disputing over the issue, reason wins unreason, 

common good prevails individual good, law is changed, jus

tice easily arrived at, and the problem solved peacefully, 

logically, and in a uniquely new way. The land is given 

to those who can get the most out of it, and of course not 

to the benefit of themselves but to that of the entire 

society. Then, for the sake of the triumph of reason and 

justice, a play is performed, which is illustrative of the 

type of wisdom used to solve the contemporary problem. 

The story of the play is centered around a child claimed by 

two women. The case is judged by the judge Azdak, who 

18. Robert Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Company, 1962), p. 276. 



uses the chalk-circle test. But it is here that the most 

striking deviation from all the other versions of the test 

happens. The "bad" Azdak gives the child to the "false" 

mother, for she has loved it, cared for it, and shown to 

be more useful to it. Hence, Brecht rejected the tradi

tional value and visualized a renewal of mankind through the 

spirit of socialism. 

What cannot be ignored is the fact that Brecht 

first encountered the old Chinese legend via Klabund's 

Per Kreidekreis, the performance of which he even saw in 

Berlin in 1925, under the direction of Max Reinhardt. It 

was also performed in almost every European country. A 

spectacular production of it took place in London starring 

the Chinese actress Anna May Wong and Sir Laurence Olivier: 

At that time [1931] it ran for more than a year, 
but London critics ascribed its appeal largely 
to its lavish stagecraft in which the prostitutes 
were suspended from the gridiron in gilded cages. 
The pageantry and costuming were excessively lush, 
and a bizarre character was interpolated, a sadis
tic eunuch headsman who watched over the brothel. 9 

Therefore, Klabund's Per Kreidekreis, with its international 

success, had already proved the staying power of the tradi

tional legend in the world of the theater to Brecht. It 

even became the hit of the season in America in the 

forties. It was successfully produced by Piscator at the 

19. Peter Bauland, The Hooded Eagle: Modern 
German Prama on the New York Stage (New York: Syracuse 
Univ. Press, 1968), p. 147. 
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Studio Theater in New York during 1940-41. Coincidentally 

enough, this was about the time when Brecht was occupied 

with writing a prose story called The Augsburg Chalk Circle, 

which anticipated the "birth" of The Caucasian Chalk Circle. 

According to Professor Lyon, Brecht 

had created Polly in The Threepenny Opera and 
Joan Dark in St. Joan of the Stockyards for Carola 
Neher; he had tailored the roles of Senora Carrar 
in the play of that name, Peleagea Vlassova in 
Mother, and the dumb Kattrin in Mother Courage 
especially to his wife Helene Weigel; Elisabeth 
Bergner claims he told her that he patterned the 
role of Shen-te in The Good Woman of Setzuan to 
her style in the hope she would play it; in America 
he contracted to write the role of Mrs. Kopecka in 
Schweyk for Lotte Lenya, and he conceived the title 
figure in the play for Peter Lorre.^O 

Just as Brecht wrote some of his plays with speci

fic actors and actresses in mind, so also he originally 

created the role of Katja, the original name of Grusha 

(the main character of The Caucasian Chalk Circle), for the 

ex-patriated German actress Luise Rainer. At the time when 

Brecht met Rainer, she was an international star in Holly

wood, famous particularly for her performance in the film 

of The Good Earth, which had brought her an Academy Award 

in 1938. During a walk on the beach with Brecht in the 

fall of 1943, Rainer asked him if he would write a version 

of the Chalk Circle play to use for a Broadway production. 

Brecht, having taken up the theme a few times since 

20. James K. Lyon, Bertolt Brecht in America 
(New Jersey: Princeton Univ. Press, 1980), p. 127. 



21 Klabund's 1925 version, instantly agreed to write one, and 

Rainer in turn got in touch with the New York backer Jules 

Leventhal and arranged for him to commission Brecht to write 

it. Brecht was deeply involved in the writing of the play 

while Rainer was busy performing to the troops in the Medi

terranean. Writing to Brecht, she expressed her eagerness 

for participating in the play: "Your doings are very much 

on my mind. ... I hope from (sic) all my heart that the 

play is developing satisfactorily. It is the thing that I 

22 want to do right after we return." However, after her re

turn from the Mediterranean, she did not receive good news. 

According to the investigation of Lyon, Brecht and Rainer 

had a very unpleasant encounter with each other. She en

quired of him about the play, and he "sat her down and 

rehearsed her in his method of acting by having her read it 

aloud." Whereupon the following dialogue between the well-

known movie star and the indignant dramatist took place: 

Brecht (roaring): Do you know who I am? 
Rainer (calmly): Yes. You are Bertolt Brecht. 

And do you know who I am? 23 
Brecht: Yes. You are nothing. Nothing, I say! 

21. The motif of the Chalk Circle was first used 
by Brecht in 1929 in A Man Is a Man (Ritchie, Brecht, p. 
12). In 1938, while in exile in Sweden, he wrote a short 
version entitled The Odense Chalk Circle. Around 1940, 
he wrote The Augsburg Chalk Circle, in which a maid by 
the name of Anna rescues a child, and an extraordinary 
judge awards it not to the rich real mother but to Anna. 

22. Lyon, Bertolt Brecht in America, p. 124. 

23. Ibid., p. 124. 



The result was Rainer's withdrawal. The exiled dramatist 

seems not to have been in fear of endangering the contract. 

24 Although he was at that time "entirely without funds," 

and although he had the intention of shaking and overwhel

ming Broadway by a work of his, Brecht nevertheless reacted 

so disagreeably as to make Rainer call off her participa

tion. The reason, it seems, was that he was not entirely 

happy about the contract and complained in his journal that 

it was difficult for him "to maneuver between 'contractual 

25 obligation' and 'art.'" Besides, for him the play was to 

be written for some other reasons than to show off the star 

Rainer. 

How much the character of Katja was influenced by 

Rainer cannot be ascertained. In the words of Lyon: 

Once he [Brecht] had liberated himself from the 
notion that Rainer would play a character he ori
ginally called Katja, it underwent a transformation 
that improved it in Brecht's eyes and simultaneously 
made it less suitable for Broadway. . . . The 
original Katja, Brecht noted, was much "nicer" than 
the later Grusha, and . . . more effective for 
American Audiences. Now he made her less saccharine 
and more obtuse, a character that bore the stamp of 
the retarded development of her class.26 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle, though completed in its 

final form by 1945, never reached the stage in America while 

Brecht was living there. No convincing reason or 

24. Volker, Brecht Chronicle, p. 124. 

25. Berg-Pan, "Mixing Old and New Wisdom," p. 220. 

26. Lyon, Bertolt Brecht in America, p. 127. 
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explanation is given as to why it was not performed on 

Broadway. Nevertheless, we may guess, as does John Fuegi, 

that 

The sheer size of the cast may have made the play 
seem to backers to be prohibitively expensive. 
This, at least, is the reason that Brecht himself 
gives for Galileo's closing on Broadway after a 
brief but reasonably well attended run. Appar
ently the costs were such that the play simply 
did not permit a big enough return on the invest
ment to satisfy the play's backers.27 

However, a much more convincing reason, it seems, 

is that although Brecht wrote the play for Broadway, he 

expressed his admitted revulsion against the commercialized 

dramaturgy of Broadway by instinctively going against the 

grain. "His attempt," as Lyon points out, 

for example, to make Grusha less sympathetic, 
thereby reducing the possibility of identifica
tion, or his constantly intruding narrator make 
it alien to anything American theatergoers knew 
... the abrupt interruption of the Grusha 
story to introduce the seemingly unrelated Azdak 
story was an affront to the whole method of play 
construction at that time.28 

In his "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," Brecht also noted 

that "there is an American word, 'sucker,1 which expresses 

29 what Grusha is when she takes on the child." This was 

his concept of the character of Grusha, a concept which 

would hardly make her attractive as the leading lady in a 

Broadway production. Furthermore, the play has a 

27. Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 263. 

28. Lyon, Bertolt Brecht in America, p. 129. 

29. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," p. 95. 



56 

substantial Marxist content. It has a Prologue which is 

(and certainly was at that time) "a bit of a shock for 

30 American audiences," and it illustrates a heavy didacti

cism that probably limited the play's appeal in America. 

On 31 October 1947, Brecht got out of the United 

States, leaving the play in the hands of a few translators 

and publishing companies. However, it was the University 

of Minnesota Press that first published Professor Bentley's 

translations of two plays of Brecht, The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle and The Good Woman of Setzuan, under the title of 

Two Parables for the Theater (1948). The publication was 

considered to be "one of the earliest, and most important 

31 . 
and influential contributions to Brecht studies" m 

America, but it lacked an integral part of The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle, that is the Prologue. The omission of the 

Prologue was made at the request of Brecht himself because 

the time of the publication coincided with that of Brecht's 

appearance before the House Un-American Activities Committ

ee. So were the interesting sources and the accidental 

birth of The Caucasian Chalk Circle, which is Brecht's 

last, his favorite, and his most performed play, and for 

whose performance the theatergoers of New York City had to 

wait more than two decades. 

30. Eric Bentley, "An Un-American Chalk Circle," 
The Tulane Drama Review, Vol. 4 (Summer 1966), p. 64. 

31. "Reviews," New Theatre Magazine, Vol. 6 (1966), 

p. 43. 



CHAPTER III 

THE BERLINER ENSEMBLE'S STAGING OP 
THE CAUCASIAN CHALK CIRCLE 

This chapter is mainly concerned with the Berliner 

Ensemble's 1954 production of The Caucasian Chalk Circle 

under Brecht's direction in East Germany. Included is the 

premiere of the play as well as the impact of the Ensemble's 

style on both the spectators and the artists of the coun

tries which the Ensemble visited, namely Paris (1955) , 

London (1956), and Moscow (1957) . 

Destined to begin its stage history in America in 

which it was "born," The Caucasian Chalk Circle had its 

world premiere not on Broadway but on the small campus of 

Carleton College, Northfield, Minnesota, on 4 May 1948. 

Without the benefit of professional actors altogether, 

the play was put on by the students, under the direction 

of Henry Goodman, with music by Katherine Griffith. The 

production was highly praised by the reviewer for The 

Northfield Independent of 6 May 1948. He perceived the 

anti-conventionality and novelty of the play and the per

formance : 
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Come prepared to see and hear the work of a play
wright who does not "pull his punches" when 
expressing himself, which at times may "rough you 
up" a bit. . . . You will also see a play that is 
different from the conventional and novel in its 
presentation. 

Nevertheless, the reviewer confessed to being confused to 

some extent by the meaning of the play: 

Just what is meant by the maze of scenes and often 
surprising lines is not always clear, but the im
pression remains that government, justice in parti
cular, administered under popular selected authority, 
even under corrupt circumstances, is preferred to 
that administered by inherited or despotic authority, 
and good acts win over evil.* 

Simply enough, the reviewer seems to have received the 

meaning of the play which he saw, that is the meaning of 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle without its Prologue. What the 

play itself tries to convey to its spectators is the vic

tory of the good (Grusha) over the evil (the Governor's 

Wife), and Grusha gets rewarded because of being good. 

Max Schroeder has pointed out the extent to which the 

Prologue elucidates the meaning of the play: 

The play has a fairy-tale character. The victory 
of the good in the fairy tale is Utopian, an ex
pression of the folk's dreams of the future which 
have no place in the reality of the class society, 
a victory which may indeed occur in one or the 
other case but cannot become the truth of society 
in general. The Prologue says that the victory of 
the good, which is "dreamed up" in the fairy tale, 2 
can come to be general truth in a socialist society. 

1. Quoted in Schoeps, Bertolt Brecht, p. 368. 

2. Quoted in Hans-Joachim Bunge, "The Dispute 
Over The Valley," The Tulane Drama Review, Vol. 4 (Dec. 
1959) , p. 55. 



The Prologue is an essential part of the play and if it is 

omitted, as it was in the production in Minnesota, the 

artistic and political intentions of Brecht may not survive 

or may be falsely interpreted. 

The first professional production of the play also 

took place at Hedgerow Theater, Moylan, near Philadelphia 

(1948), directed by Eric Bentley, with music by Marc Bucci. 

Bentley's production, with its empty, formal and abstract 

stage, made so wrong an impression on a "very friendly 

critic" that he wrote: "One has the feeling that he 

[Brecht] is unconcerned with settings, with the traditional 

trappings of the theater—that the spoken word is his only 

3 concern." If it had been somehow possible to take the 

critic of Bentley's production and to put him in the Theater 

am Schiffbauerdamm in Berlin, where Brecht's own staging 

of The Caucasian Chalk Circle took place in 1954, that 

critic might have realized how much Brecht was concerned 

with the whole visual, auditory, and kinetic aspects of 

theater. As has already been noted, Brecht founded the 

Berliner ensemble in 1948. However, in the first years of 

its existence the Ensemble had no place of its own, and 

functioned as a mobile touring company. In 1954, the 

Theater am Schiffbauerdamm was given to Brecht and his 

group. He was fond of the English proverb "the proof of 

3. Eric Bentley, "The Stagecraft of Brecht," in 
In Search of Theater (New York: Vintage Books, 1959), 
p. 135. 



the pudding is in the eating," and according to 

Esslin, 

Half jokingly, but half seriously, he had often 
maintained that he considered himself the greatest 
producer in the world—with the single exception 
of Charlie Chaplin. And now [that he had a 
place] he could put this boast to the test. In 
the few years that were left to him, he proved 
his claim.^ 

With the two productions of The Caucasian Chalk Circle and 

Mother Courage, Brecht re-established himself perhaps as 

the major figure on the international theater scene and 

practically showed to the world what he had theoretically 

talked about, what he had meant by his ideal theater. 

Under Brecht's sole direction, The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle was performed by some fifty players. Paul Dessau 

composed music for the production, and Karl von Appen, 

Brecht's scenic designer for many of the Ensemble's per

formances, took responsibility for sets and costumes. 

The play was rehearsed for almost a year before having 

its premiere on 7 October 1954 in the Theater am Schiff-

bauerdamm. The running time of the performance was a little 

more than four hours. 

Unlike Bentley's production of The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle, which was "poor" because of the lack of 

money, Brecht's was so rich, so magnificent, and so 

luxurious that the first impression it made on its viewers 

4. Esslin, A Choice of Evils, p. 86. 



5 was one of "naive astonishment" at the amount of the expen

ses involved. With the huge budget his government subsidy 

provided, Brecht created a richly worked silver gate for the 

palace, dozens of settings, numerous masks, hundreds of 

colorful costumes, and many huge backdrop drawings made up 

of an appropriate type of white silk. He also made bril

liant use of the fullest resources of the modern and pro

fessional realm of the play in performance. "Where else," 

as Professor Ritchie asks, "could one create a falling 

bridge, a lavish palace, a burning city, a chase across 

the countryside?"^ Moreover, just as Brecht reminded his 

spectators of his debt to the old Chinese legend by having 

the Singer mention the origin of The Caucasian Chalk Circle 

in the Prologue, so also he tried to keep a sufficient 

Oriental flavor, particularly a Chinese one, in the produc

tion of the play. Although very little in the play is 

actually Chinese, Brecht gave a Chinese appearance to the 

faces of the masked characters, tried to provide a slightly 

Chinese atmosphere by including music played on gong, and 

had the backdrop drawings painted in the Chinese style. 

He thus gave the production an interesting touch of the 

exotic and a certain measure of aesthetic distance. 

According to Fuegi: 

5. Kenneth Tynan, "Some Stars from the East," The 
Observer (June 26, 1955), in Bertolt Brecht in Britain, ed. 
Nicholas Jacobs' (London: IRAT Services Ltd./TQ Publications, 
1977), p. 77. 

6. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 49.' 
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Brecht will use only some of the scenic and acting 
conventions of the Chinese stage. Again he will 
use these conventions only in a much modified or 
Westernized form. The style of his text and his 
production of that text would eschew the detailed 
"Realism" of an Ibsen or a Stanislavsky but would 
stay well away from a style so alien to a European 
audience that it might be baffled by something too 
unfamiliar.7 

Furthermore, Brecht's reading of his play seems to have 

been specifically dramatic and the production of it pro

foundly moving, though the play has been hailed as the most 

successful example of his epic (non-dramatic) theater. 

The myriad aesthetic "knots" introduced by the 
playwright/director to deliberately undercut 
scenic division and to erase "breaks" between dia
logue and song, indicate how far the later Brecht 
departed in practice from the ealier "epic" theory. 
The pleasure of the spectator (one of the guiding 
principles of the 1948 Short Organum) and the 
aesthetic satisfaction that the later Brecht 
sought and found in the theater, seemed to have 
played a greater role here than the early theory 
with its discrete parts, its anti-aesthetic bias, 
and its calm and largely unmoved spectators.® 

Needless to say, Brecht staged the play with its 

Prologue, for he conceived the chalk-circle story and the 

Prologue as a unit. As the photographs of the Ensemble's 

production show, the huge stage of the Theater am Schiff-

bauerdamm is masked in by a white curtain. The main 

stage area seen by the spectators is a huge revolving 

turntable. Another device used is large, silky, white 

7. Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 147. 

8. John Fuegi, "The Caucasian Chalk Circle in 
Performance," Brecht Heute-Brecht Today, Vol. I (1971)/ P-
145. 
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canvases rolled down from time to time as backdrops on 

which the scenic background is projected. Not weighted by 

battens, the backdrops swirl over the stage like flags as 

they are dropped. In front of them, nothing is seen except 

solid selected objects. "The beauty of Brechtian settings 

is not of the da2zling kind that begs for applause. It is 

9 the more durable beauty of use." 

The Prologue was played on the bare stage and in 

front of a huge stylized painting of a series of mountains. 

A group of about twenty villagers, mostly women and older 

men, are seen on the stage. Among them there is a young 

boy who will play the role of the grown Michael in the 

play proper. Props include only a few small stools. The 

costumes are realistically designed and have a close resem

blance to Caucasian and Azerbaijan clothes. They are un-

glamorous but very beautiful. Where richness is needed, 

richness is given by the choice of materials and colors. 

The women, even the agricultural expert, are in voluminous 

shawls covering the head like a wimple and reaching over 

the upper arms and back. They are in long peasant-like 

rough dresses and only their faces and hands can be seen. 

The men, not in uniform> wear fur hats and rough coats. 

The atmosphere, according to Brecht, is cheerful, 

friendly and enjoyable. The delegates of the goat-raising 

9. Kenneth Tynan, A View of the English Stage: 
1944-63 (London: Davis-Poynter, 1950), p. 196. 



kolkhoz "Galinsk," whose farm and valley have been des

troyed, have now confronted those of the fruit-growing 

kolkhoz "Rosa Luxemburg," who defended their homeland and 

are now in need of the embattled valley to carry their 

plans. They all know the result but have gathered together 

for making sure nothing has been overlooked or left out. 

They are not antagonists, but friends. However, there are 

moments during which the intimate atmosphere is dominated 

by an oppressive mood. It is hard for the goat-raising 

group to understand the destruction of the farm. "There 

is an oppressive pause," Brecht's production notes tell 

us, "and the group that has gathered together for the dis

cussion now divides into two kolkhozes. The expert notices 

the oppressive mood and covers up the difficult situation. 

In a dry and businesslike manner, she begins to read the 

protocol."^ Then comes argument after argument, each of 

which is taken very seriously. No matter how funny each is, 

it is first examined. The delegates of the goat-raising 

group want their valley back and have reasons for demanding 

it back. The goats used to give better milk. As proof, 

they have brought some cheese to demonstrate that they 

will never be able to produce good cheese again unless they 

get the valley back. Brecht attached great importance to 

the testing of cheese. Here is how the Ensemble proceeded: 

10. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle." p. 
90. 
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The cheese is of great significance. It is covered 
in several cloths, it is carried carefully, wrapped 
laboriously, meticulously. The presentation of the 
cheese is turned into a historical occasion. Then 
the cheese is passed along over the heads of those 
present. Everyone cuts off a piece; even the ex
pert gets a taste. Cutting from the cheese is, in 
each case, a solemn act. The old farmer from the 
kolkhoz "Galinsk" observes in detail how the cheese 
is being eaten and how it tastes. His questions are 
full of expectations, and he is genuinely upset be
cause the cheese, which in his opinion cannot taste 
good, is liked by all.^ 

In an earlier version of the text the cheese was 

produced in the original valley and proved the quality of 

the field. This change, which like other alterations, was 

made during the rehearsals, reveals Brecht's concept and 

purpose more clearly. The old farmer does not need this 

particular piece of land to produce good cheese, whereas the 

fruit-growing group needs it desperately in order to con

struct a good reservoir. By putting such an emphasis in 

the performance on the act of cheese tasting, Brecht wished, 

it seems, to reveal the conflict between reason and senti

ment. He also emphasized, from the outset in the perfor

mance, the strong connection between the Prologue and the 

chalk-circle story: just as another land can produce good 

cheese, so also another mother (Grusha) can be good for the 

child. 

The arguments that follow, according to Brecht's 

production notes, are thrown into debate at random and 

11. Ibid., p. 91. 
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informally. The dialogue is cheerful, the give and take 

enjoyable. The goat-raising group's insistence upon 

getting the valley back is constantly seen until the signi

ficant moment comes when the Agronomist explains under what 

conditions the irrigation plan was worked out. Her explana

tion is then reinforced by the Girl Tractor Driver, who 

tells the Comrades that it was as hard to find a pencil for 

drawing the project as it was to obtain weapons with which 

to ensure the realization of the project. Brecht's produc

tion notes tell us of the insight that the Ensemble's 

performance gave to the text of the play: 

There is a pregnant pause. The old farmer from the 
kolkhoz "Galinsk" gets up, covers the considerable 
distance to the group from the kolkhoz "Rosa 
Luxemburg" and shakes hands with the young tractor 
driver. There is applause on both sides: for the 
defenders of the homeland and for the old farmer who 
acknowledged the arguments of the defenders.12 

This applause is the sign of the settlement of the dispute 

over the land. Without resorting to formal law, the dis

pute is amicably solved in a style which is productive, 

useful, and satisfactory to all. Brecht has an important 

suggestion concerning the new and special aspects of this 

behavior, which the direction must show: 

The difficulty for the director (actors and director 
have the same problem) lies in the fact that our 
audiences hereabouts do not yet have any models to 
go by. Since a military solution of the argument 
is from the beginning so completely impossible for 
the members of both kolkhozes that no reference to 

12. Ibid., p. 90. 
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it must be made, the audience accepts the behavior 
of the kolkhoz farmers matter-of-factly, if that is 
how it is shown by the actors on stage. Instead, 
however, the audience should notice with amazement 
that it is witnessing an unusual procedure when such 
a dispute is settled reasonably and by negotiations. 
The most unusual aspect of the story is something 
quite usual. Furthermore, the director must make 
it clear that the discussion, in no matter how jocu
lar a manner it is conducted, is nevertheless serious 
and has serious consequences. Each of the kolkhoz 
farmers cares to whom the valley is assigned. In the 
end the better arguments win out. 

Cheers, hand-shakings, embraces, laughing, merri

ment and so forth take over. Because of the correct 

decision reached by the two parties, a play is to be per

formed by nearly all under the direction of the singer 

Arkadi Cheidze, accompanied by his musicians. The Singer 

asks Shura to show the theatrical equipment to the Kolkhoz 

farmers—the equipment which will transform the real world 

into the fictitious world. 

If the prologue is played with the care with which 
it was presented in Brecht's production, we are grad
ually moved from the real world (ourselves in the 
theater) to the "real" world of the supposed here 
and now of the Kolkhos. The "real" farmers then 
lead us into the frankly "unreal" world of the 
ancient tale of Azdak and Grusche and the frankly 
theatrical presentation of that tale, with its 
stylized masks, sets, and deliberately exaggerated 
playing style.14 

As the stage direction in Act II shows, the Singer 

is seen sitting on the ground in front of his musicians. 

However, the matter was different in the Ensemble's 

13. Ibid., p. 89. 

14. Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 145. 
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production, for which nine instrumentalists were placed 

in front of and in a stage-side box. The Singer, then, can 

act like a director. By banging on the ground with a 

little hammer, he can announce the start of each act, and 

can also observe the action very closely to take his cues 

at the right moments. For the semi-operatic The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle, Paul Dessau composed 45 musical items, "many 

of which go far beyond the scope of even the most profes-

15 sional companies." Dessau's music requires a singer with 

two assistants, a piano, guitar, accordion, mandolin, and 

a Gongspiel which is a set of eight gongs played by hammers 

like a piano and having pedals for damping or for making 

special steely effects. By the use of Gongspiel, the 

music tended to betray a Chinese influence or at least a 

chinoiserie. In the Ensemble's production the Singer and 

his two assistants were reading from the score. Brecht 

described the music for the whole of the play as follows: 

As opposed to the few songs, which can have personal 
character, the narrative music ought merely to have 
cold beauty, and at the same time should not be too 
difficult. It seems to me that it would be possible 
to derive a special effect from a certain monotony. 
However, the basic music for the five acts tacts 2 
to 6] should be clearly varied. The opening song of 
the [second] act ought to have something barbaric 
about it, and the underlying rhythm should prepare 
and accompany the procession of the governor's 
family and of the soldiers who whip back the multi
tude. The pantomimic song at the end of the act 
ought to be cold, to make it possible for Grusha to 
act against it. For the [third] act, "Flight to the 

15. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 22. 
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Northern Mountains," the theatre needs driving 
music which can hold together this very epic act. 
However, it should be thin and delicate. In the 
[fourth] act, there is the music of the melting 
snow (poetic) and, in the main scene, the contrast 
of the funeral and wedding tunes. The song in the 
scene by the river has the melody of the song in 
the [second] act (in which Grusha promises the 
soldier that she will wait for him). The [fifth] 
act should twice interrupt the driving, "slovenly" 
Azdak (which must by all means be easy to sing, for 
one must cast the best actor, not the best singer, 
as Azdak). In the last act, The Trial, a good dance 
tune is needed at the end.l" 

As it is plain from Brecht's description, music 

with various characters and functions was demanded: a cold 

narrative music for Act II, which is basically dominated 

by the Singer (narration), and a "driving" music for Act 

III, dominated by Grusha (action). Hence, the gradual 

move from the narrative to the dramatic in the performance 

is reinforced. 

Regarding the set for Act II, the silver gate of 

the palace, through which the reflection of the red fires 

of rebellion can be seen, is placed at the back on the 

right side of the stage. Another gate representing the 

church is on the left, and a red carpet curves from one to 

the other. The painting of the mountains used in the 

Prologue is now replaced by a new one on which the town of 

Nukha is painted. It shows a mass of box-like houses 

jumbled on top of one another, and is of "central Asian 

16. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," pp. 
98-99. 
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17 inspiration." The setting seems very simple but the whole 

effect is spacious and very beautiful. In fact, the primary 

function of the backdrop paintings in the whole play is to 

18 create beauty and to give "pleasure in their own right." 

Props in Act II include heavy practical pieces of luggage 

such as a wicker basket, studded trunks and so forth. A 

big doll wrapped in a piece of expensive material repre

sents the Governor's son Michael. 

Act II, "The Noble Child," in which there is no set 

change, is strongly dominated by the Singer. As the per

formance goes on to Act III, "The Flight to the Northern 

Mountains," Grusha takes over. Act III, having a close 

resemblance to chase sequence in the old American films, 

consists of eight short episodes. Brecht cleverly used the 

huge turntable of the theater for the purpose of tying the 

episodes together as closely as possible. According to 

Karl von Appen's description: 

The turntable ran in the opposite direction to 
Grusche's line of flight; thus, though she kept 
running, she remained visible (at all times) 
through the proscenium arch. Towards her came the 
individual way stations of her flight, and the 
turntable was stopped as the individual scenes were 
played, and then set in motion again. While Grusche 
continued her journey, the set moved away. The 
back third of the stage was set off by a backdrop. 
Behind the backdrop, where the audience could 
not see this, the individual set segments were 
loaded on the turntable and run around the backdrop 

17. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 168. 

18. Ibid., p. 168. 
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to the front of the stage. In the same way, seg
ments disappeared behind the backdrop and behind 
this shield were taken off the turntable. In this 
way, the long and eventful flight could be pre
sented without interruption. As it was necessary 
to be able to take off set segments and set new 
ones on the turntable in a matter of seconds, the 
result was that all the parts that had to be so 
moved were made of paper-mache.^ 

There is no curtain, no attempt at any illusion of reality, 

no delay necessitated by set changes, and no real break 

between the episodes. Walking from one episode to the 

next, Grusha sees the next building appear before her. 

"The effect sought [is] flawless continuity and with this, 

20 chronological compression." The driving music, which 

Brecht demanded for this eventful act, also supports the 

idea of a continuum in which tension is not allowed to drop. 

The tension, generated by the flight itself and reinforced 

by the music, reaches its peak in the last episode of Act 1 

III, when Grusha, pursued by the Ironshirts, resolutely 

decides to pass the rotten, Shaky Bridge. Far from 

creating a bridge simply by the gestures and movements of 

the actors, Brecht brought on the stage an actual rickety 

bridge, with missing floor laths and only one rope to hold 

on to. The emotional involvement is great when Grusha 

steps on the bridge with the child and, as soon as she 

reaches the other side, the bridge collapses into the 

19. Quoted in John Fuegi, "The Form and the 
Pressure: Shakespeare's Haunting of Bertolt Brecht," 
Modern Drama, Vol. 15 (Dec. 1972), pp. 298-299. 

20. Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 151. 
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chasm, and the two frightening Ironshirts appear on the 

side she has just left. John Fuegi has quite correctly 

pointed out that 

The scene and its staging are obviously so designed 
that we cross that bridge with Grusche; we see the 
two thousand foot drop below; we feel the breath 
of the pursuing soldiers on our necks. In a word, 
we are forced to identify fully with the heroic 
Grusche. We then follow her on her seven-day jour
ney as the stage turns . . . against her progress. 
We are with her as she reaches her brother's hut, 
and we are there as, all her heroic efforts and 
sacrifices notwithstanding, the child is taken from 
her by the soldiers at the end of the act.21 

Thus, the bridge episode is a vehicle for identification 

with Grusha, and this is not, as some critics believe, 

22 "contrary to all theories of alienation and epic theatre." 

Identification, it has been argued, exists in Epic Theater 

but it is interrupted again and again, and the spectator 

is led out of the character after he has been immersed in 

it. It is false to think that Brecht had any objection to 

the spectator's identification, even for some moments, with 

the socially positive, active, valuable Grusha. The whole 

play is played under the constantly visible control of the 

Singer, who interrupts the process of identification by 

interrupting the action at the end of each episode, and 

thereby reminding the spectators of their attendance in 

the theater. 

21• Ibid., pp. 152-153. 

22. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 29. 
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Behind the realistic bridge, there is a backdrop 

this time of distant mountains, fir trees, wind and clouds. 

The peasant's hut is made up of solid, heavy wood. Through

out the play Brecht added plenty of business in performance. 

For example, when the Peasant Woman, on the doorstep of 

whose house Grusha leaves the child, comes out and sees it, 

she expresses 

her suspicion of anything left lying around in these 
uncertain times, her fear that someone may be lying 
in wait with a cosh to catch her off guard, her 
apprehension that the child has some infectious 
disease, her awareness that children picked up off 
the street usually turn out ne'er-do-wells whatever 
one does for them; then she finds the child has fine 
linen, is of good family; and suddenly she decides 
to give the child a home despite all doubts. . . . 
And after she has put forward her arguments for 
keeping the child, her husband does not follow her 
in immediately, which could mean he is going to 
continue arguing inside; he stays to shake his head 
at the folly of women and, still more, at the folly 23 
of men who let the weaker sex get the better of them. 

Act IV, "In the Northern Mountains," is largely 

interiors, and solid furniture is used. A large carpet-

weaving loom, at which Grusha weaves while singing to 

Michael, adds an Eastern touch. The backdrop rolled down 

for Act IV reveals a broad landscape suggesting Simon's 

wanderings. For the peasant wedding scene Brecht reduced 

to the absolute minimum the size of the room, which is also 

divided down the middle by a partition. Kenneth Tynan, in 

his review of the Ensemble's production of the play at the 

23. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, pp. 167-
168. ~ 
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Palace Theater in England (1956), wrote of this scene, 

which he thought was 

more brilliantly directed than any other in London. 
A tiny cell of a room, ten by ten, is cumulatively 
jammed with about two dozen neighbours and a sot
tish monk. The chances for broad farce are obvious, 
but they are all rejected. Reality is preferred, 
reality of a memorable and sculptural ruggedness. 

Like the room, the guests are also divided between 

those praying for the dying man and those there for the 

wedding ceremony. The ceremonial bowing adds an Eastern 

touch to the scene as well. The wedding scene is an 

episode of wild movement. The Ensemble's presentation of 

it is described by Alfred White thus: 

The apparently imminent death of the bridegroom 
makes everyone hurry over the marriage: his 
mother rushes around making arrangements, the 
villagers rush in so as not to miss anything—and 
crowd the room intolerably. Finally the two 
women, unable to get round the guests, have to 
throw the bits of cake among the crowd, a buffeted 
and swaying knot of eating, chattering, singing, 
praying people among whom eventually the talk 
about the end of the war becomes audible. The 
dying husband, a pale and skeletal figure, sudden
ly appears at the door—a memento mori turned into 
a husband, the spectre at the feast who turns the 
mock wedding into a reality and stops Grusha's 
intention of using it as a social convenience. 
This night-shirted apparition causes a swift 
exodus of screaming guests.25 

In the fourth episode of Act IV, a huge cask is 

used for Yussup's bath. In the last episode, when the 

encounter of Grusha and Simon takes place, Brecht created 

24. Tynan, A View of the English Stage, p. 19 6. 

25. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 167. 



a stylized river by two ground-rows of reeds running from 

backdrop to proscenium. Each lover is standing and miming 

while the Singer says that which they are too shy to say t 

each other. In performance Brecht did not want the song 

in this scene merely to produce an A-Effect. Miss Hurwicz 

note states Brecht's intention more clearly: 

Often the songs are interpreted as V-effects. They 
interrupt the dialogue; it follows therefore, so 
the conclusion is drawn, that they also interrupt 
the action (Spiel). However, Brecht wanted, for 
instance, in the scene where Grusche again meets 
her fiance, the actors to mime, with the most 
polished expression, the text of the singers. 
Distrust, reproach, disappointment, should be 
mirrored in their faces. The song as the poetic 
expression of silence. At the same point (in the 
play), the singers, as they give expression to the 
reproachful thoughts of Simon Chachawa, should not 
sing, as at other times, as though they were telling 
a tale and were not part of the action, but rather 
angrily, accusingly. . . . This moment . . . cannot 
be classified under any stylistic principle, it is 
simply a poetic, beautiful, and self-contained 
aesthetic moment.26 

The function of the song, or the manner in which it was 

executed, was not to draw the spectators' attention to act 

or scene divisions, but to help them to make a transition 

from scene to scene. Throughout the performance Brecht 

intended to make smooth transitions, some of which were 

created by the turntable. Also, he skillfully solved the 

problem of Michael's age by having him constantly wrapped 

in coverings. "In order to suggest the coldness of the 

pantry, the child is wrapped in a blanket. But this also 

26. Quoted in Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 153 



serves to make, for the spectator, the transition from in-

27 fant to larger child less crass or glaring." 

The more the play goes forward, the less important 

the Singer (the most significant member of the narrative 

group) becomes. More than one-third of the lines of dialogue 

in Act II belongs to the Singer, who interrupts the action 

twelve times, whereas in the final act he interrupts it just 

once. So the text of the play made it possible for Brecht 

to cast Ernst Busch as both the Singer and Azdak, and 

thereby establishing even closer links between the various 

parts of the play. This also reminds the spectators that 

the Azdak they see is an actor, whom for the first half of 

the play they have seen as an actor-singer. Thus, Busch 

showed the range of his talents by changing his role and 

function, joining Grusha (Angelika Hurwicz) in the second, 

less narrative half of the play. 

Acts V and VI are strongly dominated by Azdak. In 

Brecht's production, many critics have pointed out a 

connection between Azdak and Christ. For instance, Ronald 

Gray writes of a scene having profound religious implica

tions : 

In his Villonesque song to the poor woman [who 
claims to have obtained a ham by miracle] he 
[Azdak] addresses her as though she were the 
Virgin Mary and begs mercy for such damned 
creatures as himself—a strange translation from 
religious into human terms which still has an at
mosphere of genuine devoutness. 

27. Quoted in Ibid., p. 150. 
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Gray also indicates that in another scene "where he 

[Azdak] is buffeted in his false robes by the soldiery, the 

production of the Berliner Ensemble was deliberately styled 

28 to recall the buffeting before the crucifixion." Of the 

latter scene, the critic Albrecht Schone notes: 

Now it happens in the play that in elevating Azdak 
to the position of judge, the soldiers dress him in 
the purple robe of the just executed former holder 
of the office. They place an upturned basket on his 
head and address him, saying: "What manner of judge 
is this?"29 

As for Grusha, there is no indication as to Brecht's 

attempt to interpret her as a hint of a Mary figure. How

ever, in a later production of the play in Poland, the 

spectators saw the laughing Grusha holding up the child 

after having reached the safe side of the bridge. At this 

moment, all the light was focused on her with the child in 

her arms in "deliberate evocation of the Virgin Mary and 

30 
Child." 

As for the set for Acts V and VI, the drawing of 

Nukha used in Act II is again used. Azdak's hut is strewn 

with paper and pens, and a hare hangs prominently in the 

foreground. A large, practical gate represents the court. 

A high gallows is placed next to Azdak's roomy, hammock

like judgment seat, which has a light-framed, pointed 

28. Gray, Brecht the Dramatist, p. 161. 

29. Quoted in Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 155. 

30. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 30. 
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construction. At the end, when Azdak invites everybody to 

an open-air farewell dance, the procession out takes place 

in front of a painting of a number of musicians and a dancer 

with -a tambourine. 

On the use of masks, a controversial item for the 

staging of the play, Mr. Joachim Tenschert, dramaturg of the 

Berliner Ensemble, describes that 

The search for effects of a sociological nature 
and the problems peculiar to the theatre (possi
bilities of interpretation, authenticity and 
grace of the gestures, aesthetic impression, etc.) 
were examined and corrected in common at the 
rehearsals in the most unorthodox, the most 
flexible and the most effective manner.31 

Although the masks employed in the production of 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle indicate a definite political 

attitude, they were first used for a completely different 

reason. Brecht explains very simply why the decision about 

the use of the masks was taken: "We are aware that the play 

has 150 characters and that we only have 50 actors available. 

Some means therefore had to be found so that our 50 actors 

could embody 150 parts. This was how we arrived at the 

32 mask." Thus, in order to solve a technical problem, 

Brecht began using the masks, but he soon discovered that 

not all the characters could wear masks. Grusha and Azdak 

could not wear them. For example, if Grusha wore a mask, 

31. Joachim Tenschert, "The Mask at the Berliner 
Ensemble," World Theater, Vol. 10 (Paris: the International 
Theater Institute with the assistance of Unesco, 1961), 
pp. 52-53. 

32. Quoted in Ibid., p. 52. 
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a great deal of her mimic ability would be lost. She 

needed the use of her entire face in order to put on a 

sensitive performance. The function of the mask was, 

according to Tenschert, "to reveal aspects which invite the 

spectator to judge what he sees, and to help, by visual 

means, to pinpoint the characters in society, by establish-

33 ing their way of thought and their behaviour." Begin

ning with the thought that the faces of the ruling classes 

(the oppressors) tend to be more rigid in expression than 

those of the working classes (the oppressed), Brecht managed 

to imply a political statement by using the masks. The 

faces of the two main classes express their respective 

mentalities. Thus even the servants and soldiers, who are 

at the service of the oppressors, also wear masks resembling 

those worn by the latter. Nevertheless, Brecht categori

cally rejected any stereotyped systematization and any over

simplification : 

I do not know whether you have noticed that we are 
also using rigid masks for the oppressed people. 
In the first act, some of the domestics have trans
fixed faces. Great care must be taken not to fall 
suddenly into symbolism, above all not to seek a 
system. The press reviewers have made a mistake 
there in establishing a hard and fast system: rich 
people—masks, poor people—no masks.34 

Because the contrast, Brecht discovered, between 

the unmasked characters (Grusha, Azdak, etc.) and the 

33. Ibid., p. 50. 

34. Quoted in Ibid., p. 52. 
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completely masked characters (the farm people, etc.) was 

too great and leaned towards symbolism, a transition 

towards unmasked interpretation was sought. Some relatively 

small masks leaving the mobile parts of the face free were 

proposed, and the already finished masks were eventually 

cut down to different sizes in such a way that each would 

appear different in its rigidity. Needless to say, a mask 

is artificial and accordingly inappropriate for realistic 

theater. Brecht, who considered his own art as part of 

great variety within realistic theater, was in fear of the 

danger created by the use of the masks. To avoid the 

danger, he had the masks be completely painted on the 

faces of the actors. During a dress rehearsal, a drastic 

change was also made when Brecht and his collaborators 

examined the problem of the masks: 

It will be necessary for the actors to make-up 
the neck completely and probably the ears, too, 
in the same colour as the mask. Otherwise the 
wearing of a mask seems horribly artificial and 
is linked to formalism. The difference between 
the man himself and the mask he wears on his face 
must not be stressed. In the past, the principle 
was to emphasise this effect. We do not want 
that here, we want a totality. The whole head must 
be a creation made of the same material.35 

Thus, there is no difference between the color of the 

Ironshirts' three-quarter masks and that of their chin, the 

only visible part of their face. They have real mustaches 

and their frightening faces look real. The Governor's 

35. Quoted in Ibid., pp. 53-54. 



Adjutant wears a one-quarter mask which covers his brow 

and the eyes and nose. The Fat Prince has an almost full-

face mask which leaves his chin free, has a thick mustache 

terribly long hairs, and a beard covering his shoulders. 

Lords and ladies wear masks which also complement their 

exaggerated costumes. The poorer people do not wear any, 

as their costumes are drab and inexpensive. Masks do not 

separate the good from the bad: Grusha's sister-in-law 

does not have one. Rather, once limited to the upper 

classes, they reveal the immutability of the rulers. 

"Whereas the evil sister-in-law has changes of mood and 

rich expression, the Governor is always bored, the Fat 

3 6 Prince always grinning, the nephew always stupid." The 

masks are so exaggerated that "we know at a glance," as 

Tynan points out, "what kind of people they are meant to 

37 
be—drunken, prying, lecherous, miserly, what have you." 

According to the report of the rehearsals of the play, a 

comparatively small mask over the eyes and nose was 

finally suggested for the Governor's Wife, so that her 

smile at the Adjutant could be seen. And finally, Simon, 

who functions as both the Governor's soldier and Grusha's 

fiance, does not have a mask such as those worn by the 

Ironshirts but has his own masculine mustache and beard. 

36. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 170. 

37. Tynan, "Some Stars from the East," p. 77. 



82 

As for the costumes employed in the Ensemble's 

production of The Caucasian Chalk Circle, they do not seem 

to have been Chinese. However, some of them are of Eastern 

inspirations. The Governor is in a long, rich, light-

colored robe. Wearing an identical robe, his wife has a 

cross between coronet and tiara, crowned with peacock 

feathers. A black veil covers her face. The Ironshirts, 

38 "of apparently Samurai inspiration," wear long, stiff, 

heavy tabards over long-skirted cloaks. They have spiked 

helmets, as do the other soldiers. The Adjutant is in a 

dark overcoat, and wears a dark, velvety, steeple hat 

around which a silky ribbon is wrapped. His hat has a close 

resemblance to those worn by the lamenters working in the 

sacred places in Eastern countries. The Fat Prince has a 

quasi-Japanese armour and a dozen ruby rings on the fingers 

of his hands. This again is of Eastern inspiration. The 

lawyers, doctors, and architects have darker dress. 

Peasants, servants and townspeople have "ragged clothes of 

rough material: leggings, short overcoats and tied belts 

are typical of the men, shapeless heavy jackets with skirts 

down to the ground and aprons almost as long of the women, 

the whole in brown and beige, occasionally a touch of 

39 red." The same cloth, in better material, shows the 

38. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 170. 

39. Ibid., p. 170. 
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prosperity of Grusha's sister-in-law, who also wears a 

cross. The married women wear the same folksy headdresses 

worn by the women in the Prologue. The dress Grusha wears 

is identical to those worn by the townspeople. She also 

wears her own hair, parted in the middle and formed into 

very long plaits. The female singers have similar hair 

styles, are in long, dark robes, and have light-colored 

headdresses. As the Singer, Busch wears a hat and a very 

big overcoat of fur and dark; as Azdak, he wears terribly 

ragged clothes; as the judge Azdak, he is, however, in a 

long, dark-colored magnificent robe which can be very 

comfortably and quickly taken off and put on again, so 

that Busch could switch them in a matter of seconds when 

he switched his role (mostly in Act V) from Azdak to the 

Singer and vice-versa. 

It is of great significance to notice that after 

the costumes and masks were completed in their final forms, 

the Ensemble devoted a great number of the final rehearsals 

to seeking a style of acting suited to the production by 

observing the interaction between the masks and costumes. 

In Brecht's own words: 

The use of masks—and this we noticed with the 
first masks made and used during rehearsals— 
demands a style which differs from that advocated 
up till now. Many gestures and attitudes must be 
changed. In fact, this was clear to us in advance, 
but just as Weigel gives to Courage or Carrar a 
particular walk when she rehearses in an appropriate 
skirt, shod in a proper manner, and only does so in 
these conditions, and just as it is not enough merely 
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to sketch in the set but one must see it finished 
and painted and brought to life by the actors in 
their completed costumes in order to gain a true 
impression and to judge the effect, so, in the 
same way, the completed.masks condition a particular 
style of acting. Moreover, it must be added that 
our actors are unaccustomed to masks. One cannot 
therefore expect them to be guided by previous 
examples in the very special acting required by a 
masked play. Great simplification of all gestures 
or, on the contrary, a single sweeping movement 
embracing several smaller ones, all that must be 
examined and established for each case in point. 
These new possibilities are not only a matter of 
rehearsals for the cast, they also demand that the 
producer should acquire a new set of experiences.^^ 

Much of the success of Brecht's productions seems 

to have been due to both the rehearsal period of nearly an 

entire year and to the brilliant players of his company— 

the players who believed in him, in his theater, and in what 

they were doing. Such devotion changes everything that 

comes off the stage, and Brecht was well aware that he 

needed such devoted and professional players as Ernst 

Busch (Singer/Azdak), Angelika Hurwicz (Grusha), and 

Helene Weigel (the Governor's Wife), in order to produce 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle. Brecht noted of his production: 

Roles such as those of Azdak and Grusche cannot, in 
our time, be created by the work of a director. No 
less than five years at the Berliner Ensemble were 
necessary in order to give the extraordinary 
Angelika Hurwicz the necessary prerequisites. And 
Busch's whole life, from his childhood in a prole
tarian milieu in Hamburg through the battles of 
the Weimar Republic and in the Spanish Civil War 
to the bitter experiences after 45, were necessary 
in order to create this Azdak.41 

40. Quoted in Tenschert, "The Mask," pp. 54-57. 

41. Quoted in Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 158. 
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While Brecht's statement in regard to the director's 

inability to create the leading parts of his play is a 

little exaggerated, he is nevertheless correct in stating 

that the personal lives of the actors have effects on their 

creations. 

Visitors from all over Europe travelled to East 

Berlin to see Brecht's work on the stage. The ovation for 

the performance of The Caucasian Chalk Circle was great. 

There were high praises for the "brilliantly executed 

details" of the production, for the unforgettable perfor

mances of its principals playing with "absolute realism," 

for its props, any one of which seemed to qualify as "a 

genuine museum piece," and for its strikingly colorful and 

dynamically designed settings. 

The Ensemble's production of The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle was also one of the high points of the second Inter

national Festival of Dramatic Art in Paris in 1955. Brecht 

explains the changes he made in the text and in the per

formance before taking the play to Paris: 

In order to get the production into the best shape 
for our Paris visit, cats in the text were made, 
and the tempo was accelerated. I would like to 
say something theoretical about the speeding up of 
the play. It would be artistically wrong to try 
to carry out a mechanical, even, total acceleration. 
Certain scenes and certain figures can stand less 
speeding up than others. Among such scenes let me 
specify the one in which Azdak speaks to Schauwa 
about the end of the "good time." Among the 
characters I should mention Grusha, who has to show 
a very marked deliberateness amid the turbulence. 
A stepping-up of the tempo serves not only to 
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shorten but even more to enliven the performance. 
The majority of scenes and figures gain by higher 
speed.32 

These changes, which Brecht similarly prescribed to his 

company about their forthcoming presentation of the play in 

London, clarify his awareness of the problem of reception 

on the part of foreign spectators. Besides the problem of 

linguistic unfamiliarity, there was a general thought about 

the slowness, dullness and heaviness of German theater. 

Hence, with the changes in the text and the acceleration of 

the tempo, Brecht made his production quick, light, strong, 

and consequently highly dramatic. 

Kenneth Tynan, who witnessed the re-polished pro

duction of the play in Paris, confessed to being very over

whelmed by the way in which Brecht said what he had to say. 

Tynan wrote: 

It is as shocking and revolutionary as a cold shower. 
In the British theatre everything is sacrificed to 
obtain sympathy for the leading characters. Chez 
Brecht, sympathy is nowhere; everything is sacri
ficed for clarity of narrative. ... No time is 
wasted on emotional climaxes. Situations which our 
playwrights would regard as cues for sentimental 
tirades are drowned by the clatter of horses' hooves 
or cut off by the whirr of the closing curtain. 

The production did certainly not bore the British critic, 

who wrote of the originality of Brecht as a dramatist and 

the novelty of the production of his drama. Concluding 

his final observations of the production, Tynan states that 

42. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," 
p. 99. 



87 

"our method is as different from his [Brecht's] as driving 

43 a carriage and four is from driving a car." 

In September of 1956, shortly after Brecht's death, 

the Ensemble paid a three-week visit to London and performed 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle and some other productions at the 

Palace Theatre. J. W. Lambert considered the visit as "the 

most important event in the London theatre." In his opin

ion, Hurwicz played with "monumental simplicity" and Busch 

gave "a spirited impersonation of Sir Ralph Richardson." 

He also noted the rifeness of sentimentality in the En

semble's production: 

[In] The Caucasian Chalk Circle emotion is shame
lessly heightened by the time-honoured method of 
lowering the lights. Though the acting is much of 
it very fine, it is no finer than we could quite 
easily muster; yet in the end there is no denying 
that the effect is dynamic where ours is all too 
often soporific.44 

Tynan, who again saw the production in London, 

devoted much of his review to what he thought the Ensemble 

tried to explore: 

When the house-lights went up at the end of The 
Caucasian Chalk Circle (Palace), the audience looked 
to me like a serried congress of tailor's dummies. 
I probably looked the same to them. By contrast 
with the blinding sincerity of the Berliner-Ensemble, 
we all seemed unreal and stagey. Many of us must 
have felt cheated. Brecht's actors do not behave 
like Western actors; they neither bludgeon us with 

43. Tynan, "Some Stars from the East," p. 77. 

44. J.W.Lambert, "Plays in Performance," Drama, 
Vol. 43 (Winter 1956), pp. 18-20. 
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personality nor woo us with charm; they look 
shockingly like people, real potato-faced people 
such as one might meet in a bus-queue. Humanity 
itself, not the exceptional eccentric, is what 
their theatre exists to explore. In their light
ing, an impartial snow-white glow, and their 
grouping, which is as panoramic as Breughel's, 
life is spread out before you. It does not leap at 
your throat and yell secrets in your ear.45 

In the fall of 1957, the Ensemble visited Moscow 

and Leningrad, and performed several of Brecht's plays. 

Among them was The Caucasian Chalk Circle, whose performance 

the Russian critics found skillfully done. There was a 

great deal of applause and praise for the leading charac

ters of the play, particularly for Angelika Hurwicz, who 

appealed to the Russian public's love for "broadly human 

characterization. 

Most of the Russian critics of the Ensemble's 

productions stuck mainly to descriptions of the play and 

accounts of the acting. Some of them took exception to 

particular features of the Ensemble's style. S. Mokulski 

and B. Rostotski attacked the Ensemble's formalism by 

questioning the validity of using masks to mark the negative 

characters (the Governor's Wife, etc.). This technique, 

they wrote in their review of the play, is "one aspect of 

45. Kenneth Tynan, "Braw and Brecht," The 
Observer (Sept. 2, 1956), in Bertolt Brecht in Britain, 
pp. 81-82. 

46. Esslin, A Choice of Evils, p. 199. 
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the lack of sympathy between Brecht's approach to the 

47 theatre and that of Soviet socialist realism." 

A misconception came from the critic Xlya Fradkin, 

the l-eading exponent of Brecht in the Soviet Union, who 

approached the question of whether Brecht can be called a 

realist: 

But is Brecht a realist? In this respect there is 
some room for doubt. ... Is it in accordance with 
the laws of realism to present a quarrel between two 
collective farms, in the course of which, against 
all the rules of agricultural cooperatives and 
against existing Soviet legal practice, the dispute 
is decided with the help of a ballad singer who tells 
the collective farmers an ancient legend?48 

As a matter of fact, the dispute over the valley is settled 

not by the ballad singer, nor by the agricultural expert, 

who only chairs the debate. It is settled by the collective 

farm-workers themselves and it is after the settlement that 

we are introduced to the ballad singer. 

The Ensemble's style of presentation was a tremen

dous influence in the revivification of the Soviet theater 

during the 1960s. Henry Glade has pointed out the extent 

to which the Soviet theater was influenced by the Ensemble's 

1957 visit: 

The Berliner Ensemble's visit to Moscow and Leningrad 
in 1957 coincided with a turning point in Soviet 
theater. In the years between 1955 and 1960 the 
more creative and talented directors were engaged 
in a struggle to overthrow the hegemony of the 
Moscow Art Theatre—the unquestioned, stultifying 

47. Ibid., p. 200. 

48. Quoted in Ibid., pp. 196-197. 



90 

theatrical authority since the thirties. The 
Ensemble's visit came at an opportune time and 
not only made a great theatrical impact but also 
provided a weapon for the reformers.... 
Reading between the lines of some fifty critical 
essays dealing with the Berliner Ensemble's visit, 
one senses receptivity to new ideas and new 
models.^9 

The share of the Ensemble's production of The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle in providing such "new ideas and new models" 

for the more independent, creative and daring Russian 

theater directors cannot be overlooked. The production 

also had great formative influences upon the works of 

Western theater practitioners who, through numerous arti

cles and reviews, have expressed their acknowledgments. 

In conclusion, the impact of the Ensemble's produc

tion of The Caucasian Chalk Circle on both the spectators 

and the theater artists of East and West was great. They 

were impressed by the Ensemble's acting of high standard, 

by the performances of deep originality and lofty ambition, 

by the economy of the stage, the charm of the scenery, 

the colorful, practical and dynamic settings, and by the 

originality of the whole presentation. And above all, they 

were impressed by the Ensemble functioning as a group of 

artists committed to what they were doing and representing 

a theater with a clearly defined creative personality. 

49. Henry Glade, "Major Brecht Productions in the 
Soviet Union since 1957," in Bertolt Brecht; Political 
Theory and Literary Practice, eds. Betty Nance Weber and 
Hubert Heinen (Athens: Univ. of Georgia Press, 1980), 
p. 89. 
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The director George Devine, present at the Ensemble's 

production of the play in Berlin and involved at that time 

in the creation of the English Stage Company, thus gives a 

brilliant account of his impressions as regards the Ensem

ble's commitment and devotion to the theater: 

The atmosphere of the theatre is quiet and informal. 
The group appears to function in a natural and un-
neurotic manner, and by West En<3 standards the kind 
of theatre they believe in seems carefree and dedi
cated, but without polish. To watch a Brecht produc
tion is to stumble upon the agreeable chaos of an 
artist's studio, to have the artist turn up a 
picture and tell you, "This—this is more-or-less 
finished." Such an ability to work in a truly 
artistic manner is unique in the theatre of the 
world, and most enviable. But underlying the 
informality, there is something vital and real. 
The audience makes this a people's theatre. Their 
participation in the production is a wonderful thing 
to sense. . . . Brecht's dedicated public give the 
production an air of religious ritual. That is the 
best kind of theatre atmosphere. . . . The Ensemble 
is clearly sustained by a strong artistic conception. 
Behind the simplicity, and the beauty of decor and 
costumes, every aspect of the production had been 
studied and worked on until it was absolutely 
polished. Brecht often rehearses his plays for 
months and if, when the time comes, a production is 
not ready, another play in the repertory is substi
tuted until it is ready.50 

To believe in artistic freedom, to believe in the coopera

tion of a team, to emphasize the play as part of a long-

term process rather than as an end-product, to regard the 

theater as a collective rather than a purely individualistic 

enterprise, to hold to the view that the theater is a form 

of production in its own right, to underline the informality 

50. George Devine, "The Berliner Ensemble," 
Encore, Vol. 3 (1956), p. 11. 
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of the production and to have long rehearsal periods are 

certainly amongst the principles which make a theater 

group, as well as any theatrical presentation by that group, 

simply outstanding. The Berliner Ensemble was such a group 

and its production of The Caucasian Chalk Circle was such 

a presentation. 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle has had numerous produc

tions throughout the world since then, including some 

successful ones in Britain, the Soviet Union and the United 

States. It has had 11 productions in the United States 

(from 1948 to 1956) , 248 performances in the Soviet Union 

51 (from 1964 to 1970), and 443 productions in Britain (from 

1947 to 1976). Records show that up to now this play has 

been the most popular and the most performed of all Brecht's 

works. 

51. Nicholas Jacobs, Bertolt Brecht in Britain, 
p. 92. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE WORLD OF THE CAUCASIAN CHALK CIRCLE 

This chapter, whose content is closely related to 

the play-analysis undertaken in the ensuing chapter, is 

primarily concerned with studying the world portrayed in 

the play. Studied in detail are the message communicated 

through the play, its construction, its plots, and the 

inherent, given circumstances which make up the depicted 

world therein. By the given circumstances of the play is 

meant the environmental facts—such as date, geographical 

location, political environment,^ and the like—which remain 

unchanged throughout the play. 

Message of the Play 

In the Singer's sententious comments upon the 

palace revolution in Act II lies the essential message of 

the play: 

0 blindness of the great! They live like gods on 
high 

Great over bended backs, trusting 
In the hired fists, confident 

1. Some of the headings in this chapter are bor
rowed from Francis Hodge's Play Directing: Analysis, 
Communication and Style (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc;, 
1971), pp. 21-24. 
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Of their power that has already endured so long. 
But long is not forever. ^ 
0 passage of time, o hope of the poor. 

The hope for change is seen throughout The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle, and it is a positive and optimistic view of the 

future. 

The world Brecht portrays for us in the Prologue to 

the play is a socialist world. The Prologue shows a so

ciety, in the Russian province of Georgia, which is regen

erated through revolution and collectivization. The modern 

Georgians of the Prologue have already passed through the 

revolutionary stage, have assumed control, and are living 

in a just, ordered society ruled by reason. The ruling 

class is the entire working population, and the laws are 

drawn up by, and good for, all. 

Having witnessed the modern Georgian society, we 

are then taken back in time to "olden and bloody" days in 

the province of Grusinia, the ancient Georgia. There we 

see Grusinians, the ancestors of the Georgians, living in 

a state of pre-revolutionary oppression. Although the time 

and the place of the action of the play seem very remote 

from normal everyday existence, and although the way in 

which the story is told gives a story-book atmosphere to 

2. This quotation is from the translation of The 
Caucasian Chalk Circle provided in Collected Plays, Vol. 7, 
eds. Ralph Manheim and John Willett (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1975), pp. 135-229. Unless otherwise indicated, all 
subsequent unnoted quotations from the play are from the 
same source. 



95 

the whole, we are nevertheless surprised by the parallels 

between our own way of life and the world we see before us 

on the stage. The Grusinian world is "nothing other than 

the world we live in, our world, the world of Unreason, of 

3 Disorder, of Injustice." Yet, despite the portrayal of the 

injustice and violence upon which the Grusinian society is 

based, there is no feeling of despair or tragic immutabil

ity. The play preserves an optimistic note throughout. We 

are optimistic as we see the heads of the slaughtered 

governors one after another. Nothing lasts forever, not 

even power, and that is hopeful. We become more optimis

tic as we hear of the revolution of the rebellious carpet 

weavers. Though kept offstage, their rising, the only 

democratic movement in the action, promises a true dawn, a 

new age. "The thought of the new age, the longing for a 

new age, hovers over The Caucasian Chalk Circle from begin

ning to end."^ Our optimism is reinforced when we meet 

such positive characters as Grusha and Azdak. Grusha shows 

us how a human being can be socially useful, and Azdak, "a 

true Marxist," gives us a glimpse of a golden age of 

justice in a time of chaos. Grusha and Azdak are "pioneers 

3. Bentley, "An Un-American Chalk Circle," p. 
6 8 .  

4 . Ibid., p. 77. 

5. Claude Hill, Bertolt Brecht (Boston: Twayne 
Publishers, 1975), p. 136. 
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of what will in the fulness of time become habitual 

attitudes."*' We were already shown in the Prologue what 

can be done by reason. At the close of the play our 

thinking is directed to the following lines spoken by the 

Singer: 

And you who have heard the story of the chalk 
circle 

Bear in mind the wisdom of our fathers: 
Things should belong to those who do well by them 
Children to motherly women that they may thrive 
Wagons to good drivers that they may be well driven 
And the valley to those who water it, that it may 

bear fruit. 

Through Azdak the Grusinians witnessed an age of "almost 

justice." In other words, a justice dependent upon chance, 

which was not the rule but the exception. In the world of 

the play, "terrible is the temptation to do good!" In the 

world of the Prologue, according to the Polish critic 

Szydlowski, "the temptation to goodness is victorious under 

7 conditions of socialism." There is no longer any need 

for Azdaks, for justice has become the rule. 

The message of the play is evident. Contemporary 

socialist Georgia, in contrast to the medieval feudalist 

Grusinia, symbolizes a new, changed society, and it is 

change, the belief in change, and the hope for change which 

lies at the heart of not only The Caucasian Chalk Circle, 

but also of most of Brecht's works. We are shown that the 

6. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 151. 

7. Quoted in Dickson, Towards Utopia, p. 160. 
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world is alterable and forced to go out of the theater and 

think about altering it. Change and transformation are also 

possible keys to the meaning of the play. Change is seen 

as a gradual process in Grusha as she changes from being a 

passive and naive girl to becoming a shrewd, determined 

woman actively demanding her rights and prepared to fight 

for them. The play communicates this knowledge to us: we 

are brought to see that in our world goodness is not enough 

to see that justice is in fact done. It must be comple

mented by "shrewdness, cynicism, an eye to the main chance, 
g 

and a fierce determination." 

Brecht firmly considered it necessary to do every

thing possible to hasten the downfall of capitalism, for 

he believed that "the only obstacle to progress is capital-

9 ism. ... It cannot die. ... It has to be killed." 

The capitalist system must be overthrown by the revolution 

of the oppressed proletariat and a just social order estab

lished in its place. Brecht also believed that if a vision 

of capitalist society showing its corruption and outdated-

ness is exposed to those who think, they will inevitably 

take sides in the social struggle, and further thought will 

impel them towards Communism. The English critic, Steer, 

is of the opinion that the play "is not sustained by a 

8. W. A. J. Steer, "The Thematic Unity of Brecht's 
Der Kaukasische Kreidekreis," German Life & Letters, Vol. 
21 (1967-68), p. 9. 

9. Quoted in Hecht, "The Development of Brecht's 
Theory," p. 87. 
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faith in the possibility of transforming the world through 

10 the revolution of the proletariat." Such an interpre

tation disregards the Prologue and the socialist society 

depicted therein. The Caucasian Chalk Circle, with its 

exposure of the corruption of the capitalist society, in

deed advocates the proletarian revolution as the hope for 

the future. Steer nevertheless believes that this is a 

Marxist play, though it differs from Brecht's didactic 

plays and satires of the thirties: 

It is Marxist in so far as through the figure of 
Grusche Brecht declares his faith in the emotion
al integrity of the common people and his sense 
of the emotional corruption of the rich. It is 
Marxist too in so far as through the figure of 
Azdak Brecht declares his belief that the present 
order of society, and the legal system which pre
serves that society, are unjust—unjust in the 
sense that they are designed to safeguard the 
interests of the powerful and wealthy minority 
and to deny the interests of the vast mass of man
kind. H 

Structure of the Play 

Per Kaukasische Kreidekreis is a narrative render
ing of the world, conceived in the spirit of the 
born storyteller or genuine reconteur, who, as the 
singer in the play, creates, organizes, and 
controls the chapters of his tale unfolding on 
the stage in a mode and with a technique that are 
truly epic. 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle has so highly complex a 

structure that it is hard to be classified into only one 

10. Steer, "The Thematic Unity," p. 10. 

11. Ibid.; , p. 10 . 

12. Hill, Bertolt Brecht, p. 135. 
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certain category. Not only the play has been hailed as "the 

13 outstanding example of the technique of the "epic1 drama," 

but it has also been considered as a work which proceeds 

(for at least the first half) in "quite a conventional 

14 manner." The Caucasian Chalk Circle is the most epic 

play written by Brecht, and it reveals a tight relationship 

between his theoretical views and both the form and the 

content of the work. Besides its dramatic value, it is 

also one of the most obvious illustrations of Brecht's 

technique of alienation. 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle is basically divided into 

two parts in which two idealogically related events taking 

place during two different epochs are reported. The two 

parts are very different in length. Part I, the Prologue, 

is very short in duration, occupying only fifteen minutes 

of this four-hour play. The remainder of the play is 

devoted to Part II, the chalk-circle story. Though the two 

parts differ in content and are treated differently, the 

difference in length must not be misconstrued into meaning 

a difference in importance. The different length of the two 

contrasted parts of the play, as Bunge points out, "serves 

to disclose and present the chief contrast as one of 

13. Esslin, A Choice of Evils, p. 279. 

14. Edward Mabley, Dramatic Construction (Phila
delphia: Chilton Book Company, 1972), p. 260. 
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15 historic nature." The length of Part II is especially 

emphasized by the brevity of Part I—and vice versa. Part 

II is lengthier because "more single contradictions" in the 

former epoch are shown, and because its happenings are made 

"recollectible and understandable" for the farmers of the 

Prologue to perform it on the stage. The difference in 

length is also "a means of documenting the singular value 

of the historic epoch with its special presuppositions, and 

16 thus makes possible the contrast of the two plots." 

Structurally, the play is divided into six acts, 

or broad sections, each of which has a heading: The Dis

pute over the Valley (the Prologue), The Noble Child, The 

Flight to the Northern Mountains, In the Northern Mountains, 

The Story of the Judge, and The Chalk Circle. Each Act, 

except for the first and the last ones, consists of small, 

individual episodes "knotted together in such a way that 

17 the knots are easily noticed." The episodic movement of 

the action, like the alienation effect, is to give the 

spectators chances to interpose their own judgments. The 

connector of the separate episodes here is the Singer/ 

Storyteller, who interrupts the flow of the action periodi

cally and thereby enables the spectators to reflect upon 

15. Bunge, "The Dispute Over The Valley," p. 62. 

16 . Ibid., p. 62. 

17. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 201. 
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what they see. With its episodic movement, the play shows 

the open form of Brecht's epic theater, in which "one 

scene makes another" is replaced by "each scene for it-

18 self." For instance, in Act V the single episodes are 

wholly self-contained, and there could be more or fewer of 

Azdak's cases as the judge. This is however partially 

true of Act III, in which some of the episodes are self-

contained (such as the caravanserai episode), while the 

others are connected with a certain thread and do build up 

towards the climax. 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle also is composed of 

three plots: the framework plot, the Grusha plot, and the 

Azdak plot. While each plot is a self-contained unit, they 

belong strictly together and together make up the whole 

work. Ingeniously interwoven, they run partly simultane

ously and partly chronologically, and all merge at the end. 

Plot I involves the members of the two collective farms 

solving their problem, as well as the Singer with his 

chorus, who accompanies all six Acts. Dramaturgically, 

the function of Plot I is to strengthen the epic structure 

of the play. Plot II tells of Grusha's story, beginning 

with her rescue of the child in Act II and ending with the 

Ironshirts' capture of the child at the close of Act IV. 

Played out mainly in Acts II, III and IV, Plot II spans 

two years and is, despite (or because of) its episodic 

18. Ibid., p. 37. 
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19 structure, "firmly based on traditional dramatic tension." 

At the height of Grusha1 s story, where we are involved in the 

action and are tense about the child's fate, Brecht launches 

his Third Plot, the Azdak Plot, which appears as an uncon

ventional dramatic technique. Our emotional involvement 

would certainly deepen, possibly at the cost of intellectual 

awareness, if we went from the child's capture to the trial 

itself. Dramaturgically, the function of Plot III is there

fore to create a diversion from this deepening emotional 

involvement and to permit the reawakening of the rational 

faculties. Plot III also serves to reinforce the essence 

of the play, because it depicts the chaos out of which a man 

like Azdak becomes a judge who in turn enables Grusha to get 

justice. Played out in Act V, Plot III evidently takes 

place during the same span of two years during which 

Grusha's story has unfolded. The climactic final Act VI 

of The Trial, containing the chalk-circle story, thus 

structurally and chronologically unites all three plots 

and provides "the intellectual and emotional climax of 

the whole play."^ 

The essence of Brecht1s epic theater reached its 

maturity with The Caucasian Chalk Circle. The overall 

structure of the play agrees exactly with the theories 

19. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 150. 

20. Hill, Bertolt Brecht, p. 135. 
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upon which his theater is based. The play makes no attempt 

at realism or any illusion of reality. From the outset the 

feeling of unreality is created because, designed in the 

form of the framework-drama, the play removes the action 

to the past. The Prologue introduces the play as merely 

a play within a play, as an event of the past brought to 

life again only by narration. In fact, the characters in, 

the Prologue tell us of the origin of the play to be per

formed, of their having rehearsed it, and of the reputation 

and skill of the storyteller, their director. They are even 

shown the masks with which to perform the play. The purpose 

of all these devices is to remind the spectators that they 

will witness a theatrical representation and not to parti

cipate in a real experience. What is more, the basic 

features associated with Brecht's concept of the smoker's 

theater are used. The farmers sit round in a circle 

smoking, drinking and eating (as the symbols of detachment). 

The Singer also tells Comrades that, "it is an honor for 

us to entertain you after a difficult debate." Thus, the 

playing of The Caucasian Chalk Circle, this invented repre

sentation of human social life, is meant as "entertainment," 

21 "the noblest function" prescribed by Brecht for theater. 

The epic dimension of the play is extremely height

ened by the constantly visible presence of the Singer/ 

Storyteller and his chorus on the stage. He narrates his 

21. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 180. 
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story in the manner in which a legend is usually told. 

"The manner of his recitation makes it clear that he has 

told this story over and over again. He mechanically 

fingers the pages, seldom looking at them. With appro

priate gestures, he gives the signal for each scene to 

22 begin." Thus, the artificial character of the spectacle 

is confirmed. The spectators are also disengaged somewhat 

from a completely emotional identification with the play's 

characters, for the characters are presented not as real 

but as characters in a story. As a "summing up and exten-

23 sion" of all Brecht's narrative techniques, the Singer/ 

Storyteller sings, chooses parts of the story to tell, 

introduces and initiates the action, and directs the actors. 

He is both inside and outside the action, posing questions 

and anticipating answers, and marking the passage of time. 

However, t-he most adventurous aspect of his work is that 

he, in effective demonstrations of the A-Effects, speaks 

the thoughts of the characters while they remain silent on 

the stage. He speaks while they mime their emotions. The 

purpose is to lead the spectators out of the action after 

they have been immersed in it. Through this interposition 

of the Singer, the distance between the spectators and the 

actors becomes clearer. Indeed, the whole structure of the 

22. Bertolt Brecht, The Caucasian Chalk Circle, in 
Seven Plays by Bertolt Brecht, ed. Eric Bently (New York: 
Grove Press, Inc., 1961), p. 505. 

23. Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 147. 
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play "testifies to a search for discontinuous impressions, 

throwing the spectators in and out of the main stream of 

24 action." This sensation is achieved by the songs, by 

frequent transition from prose to verse, and by the inser

tion of the proverbs and maxims expressed in a poetic form. 

Structured as it is, the play certainly requires 

developments such as the Ironshirts1 whim to make a judge 

out of Azdak, or the sudden arrival of the Dust-Covered 

Rider who brings the Grand Duke's decree concerning the 

appointment of Azdak as a judge for the second time, or 

Azdak's mistake in divorcing Grusha from her husband which 

enables her to marry Simon—that beautiful mistake which 

makes the play's happy ending sweeter. Such developments 

may be justified in terms of the classical deux ex machina, 

or may be taken, according to Professor Ritchie, as a "fea-

25 ture of the theatricality of the play." And Gray is 

surely correct in stating that in the play "there is both 
9 c. 

detachment and attachment." In short, The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle is proof of Brecht's mastery in inventing a 

socially significant story, in narrating it dramatically, 

in creating memorable characters like Grusha and Azdak, 

24. Maria P. Alter, "The Technique of Alienation 
in Bertolt Brecht's The Caucasian Chalk Circle," College 
Language Association Journal, Vol. 8. (Sept. 1964), p. 62. 

25. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 43. 

26. Gray, Brecht the Dramatist, p. 158. 



106 

and in putting forward "great ideas and the support of all 

27 that leads to social progress." 

Geographical Location 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle, like other plays of 

Brecht, was subject to change and development. It is said 

that seven variants of the play exist in the Brecht Archive, 

28 five of them incomplete. The first complete version, 

dated Santa Monica June 5, 1944, lists Russian names for 

the places as well as for the characters, but these were 

changed to the Georgian names in the later versions. 

According to the later versions, the action of Part I (the 

Prologue) takes place amid the ruins of a war-torn 

Caucasian village in Nukha. A small city, Nukha is near 

Tiflis, the capital of Georgia (one of the contemporary 

socialist states of the Soviet Union). The action of Part 

II, the chalk-circle story, is set in a city known as "the 

accursed city," as the Singer says at the start. Later we 

find out that that accursed city was Nukha. 

One reason for changing the names from Russian to 

Georgian was that of wanting to produce an alienation 

effect. Brecht needed to show a contemporary problem in an 

exotic, unfamiliar place. Names like Grusinia, the 

Caucasus, Nukha, or Georgia, are more exotic than Russia 

27. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 251. 

28. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 17. 
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would be, and more unfamiliar to the Western spectators. 

The closeness to Persia (the former name of Iran), the land 

of legendary tales, is also emphasized. By creating such 

an exotic background, Brecht was able "to move easily 

29 between ancient and modern times, East and West." 

Another important factor seems to have been the course of 

World War II. Brecht was presumably working on the play 

while systematically listening to radio reports broad

casting the destruction of Hitler's army which began in 

the Caucasus. 

Date 

"Over there in the hills we stopped three Nazi 

tanks" is the first line in the Prologue which makes it 

clear that the time of the action is around 1945, the year 

of Hitler's defeat in the Caucasus. War is over and the 

partisans can return to their land. The exiled dramatist 

Brecht could also return to Germany. The significance of 

the date is evident. It clearly stresses the need and 

opportunity for a new beginning after the defeat of fascism. 

Brecht thus portrayed a positively healthy society based on 

his ideas and principles. 

In contrast to the Prologue, which is presumably 

set in a definite time, the chalk-circle story seems vague 

and timeless. The reasons are as follows: In the first 

29. Ibid., p. 17. 
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encounter of Grusha and Simon in Act II, Grusha is seen 

carrying a goose to the palace for Easter dinner. When 

she enters the palace, we bear the Singer speaking of the 

same goose, now "plucked and roasted." In the second 

episode of Act IV, Grusha's brother tells her that "when 

spring comes and the snow thaws here and on the passes, you 

can't stay here any longer." Exactly in his next line he 

tells her that "it's spring." Both Azdak's story and 

Grusha's begin simultaneously and end at the close of The 

Trial Act. However, from the point of view of the time, 

there is a difference. Grusha's journey seems to span much 

more than the time during which Azdak's judgeship lasts. 

And The Trial Act, as Politzer points out, "stands all by 

30 itself in an atmosphere of timelessness." And timeless-

ness is one of the basic and the most evident characteris

tics of the old legends, fables, or parables. Hence, even 

though Brecht claimed that "The Caucasian Chalk Circle is 

31 not a parable," the play still retains the features of 

one. The chalk-circle story, we feel, took place years, 

decades, or centuries prior to the time of the action of 

the Prologue. 

30. Politzer, "How Epic is," p. 108. 

31. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," 
p. 94. 
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Economic Environment 

As has already been argued, Brecht's characters are 

alterable and altering. Their thought, attitudes, and 

behavior are not fixed but constantly dependent upon exter

nal forces and circumstances, namely political, social, 

economic, and religious. However, economic factors play 

a greater part in reshaping human behavior. "In fact," 

as Brecht emphasized, "the primacy of economics is abso-

32 lute." In the world portrayed in The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle, the economic factors are so important that they 

become manifested in the visible, observable behavioral 

patterns of the characters and consequently set up some 

basic conficts in the action of the play. A vivid example 

is the peasant's hut episode of Act III, in which con

flict exists because Michael needs some milk, and the pea

sant asks an exorbitant price for a cup of milk. The 

peasant is not stingy, but poor. When drawing up the 

marriage contract with the mother-in-law, Grusha's brother, 

Lavrenti, is very overbearing, but in the presence of his 

rich wife on whom he is dependent, he is cowardly and 

silent. The war is waged by the princes for profit. 

Offered a good price, the Corporal chasing Grusha sells 

his horse and that of his Private. Funny as it might sound, 

the Corporal could have reached Grusha in the first place 

and two big sections of the play would have become 

32. Quoted in Hecht, "The Development of Brecht's 
Theory," p. 74. 
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different from the way they are, had he not sold the horses. 

Of course he is not poor, but greedy and a profiteer. 

The economic power is concentrated to a large 

extent in the hands of the minority. The powerful and the 

wealthy enjoy their life, and try to maintain and increase 

their power and wealth by exploiting the majority. The 

poor suffer injustice and violence at the hands of the rich. 

Their poverty also makes them steal what they can in the 

time of chaos. They are known by the upper class as 

stealers. In the caravanserai episode, Grusha tries to 

pass herself off as a respectable lady in order to get a 

ride in the carriage carrying the rich refugees. When 

she is found out to be a domestic, she is soon accused of 

being either a murderer or a robber. The peasants vary 

from rich to poor. The educated people of the play— 

doctors, architects, and lawyers—might seem independent, 

but in actuality they are only capable of making money out 

33 
of the rich. "People are the slaves of their possessions." 

Their first thought is their property, as with the Gover

nor's Wife who abandons her child for the sake of her 

possessions. The "police" have been presented as thieves. 

Throughout the play, whenever people encounter the Iron-

shirts, their first thought is to hide their "stuff." 

33. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 29. 
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Social Environment 

Social conditions also greatly determine the 

characters' attitudes and behavior. Literally every 

character in the play reveals the contradictions, tensions 

and conflicts of the social conditions of the critical and 

threatening age in which he lives. According to Brecht, 

the primary contradictions and conflicts of the social 

conditions to which Grusha is exposed are as follows: 

The more Grusha promotes the child's life the 
more she threatens her own: her productivity 
tends toward her own destruction. This is the 
case under the conditions of war, the prevail
ing legal system, her isolation and poverty. 
Legally, the rescuer of the child is a thief. 
Her poverty endangers the child, but she must 
fear to lose a husband on account of the child. 
Grusha changes slowly, under the weight of sac
rifices, and through the sacrifices, into a 
mother for the child, and, in the end, after all 
the losses she has risked or suffered, she fears, 
as the ultimate loss, that of the child.34 

Simon, Grusha's sweetheart, is also equipped with 

changeable, exchangeable and mutually contradictory traits. 

He is honest in so far as he obeys the military orders. 

He is dishonest in so far as he perjures himself for 

Grusha and declares himself to be the child's father. He 

is a soldier who does not do what the other soldiers in the 

play are supposed to do, namely stealing, raping, or 

murdering. The doctors excessively look after the Governor's 

child, but in the time of chaos they abandon him in order 

34. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," 
pp. 91-92. 
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to save their own skins. The architects who bow most 

humbly to the Aide-De-Camp are "not boot-lickers by nature: 

35 they need a commission." The peasant woman who panics 

and betrays the child to the Ironshirts, the sister-in-law 

who is reluctant to keep Grusha in her house, the beggars 

and petitioners who kneel before the Governor—they all 

act in the ways somehow determined by the social conditions. 

Grusha herself is against war, since it has torn her lover 

from her. She begs him not to expose himself in the battle 

so that he might survive. But during her flight in the 

mountains she sings the song of the folk hero Sosso 

Robakdse, who conquered Iran, in order to bolster her 

courage. And finally, Azdak is a mass of paradoxes and 

contradictions; he is "the disappointed one who does not 

3 6 turn into the one who disappoints," an anti-governor who 

saves the governor's life from certain death, and a thief 

who is more just than the justice-makers. 

Political Environment 

The irrationality of the political order in "the 

accursed city" is explicitly indicated in Azdak's farcical 

rendition of the personality of the Grand Duke. Accused of 

conducting the war incompetently, Azdak replies: 

35. Ibid., p. 92. 

36. Ibid., p. 92. 
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Azdak: Nonsense. Didn't conduct it at all. Had 
it conducted. Had it conducted by princes. 
Naturally fouled it up. 

The Nephew: Do you mean to deny that you were in 
supreme command? 

Azdak: Certainly not. Always in supreme command. 
When born, bellowed at nurse. Raised to drop 
shit in privy. Accustomed to command. Al
ways commanded officials to rob my treasury. 
Officers flog soldiers, only my command; 
landowners sleep with peasants' wives only 
my strict command. Uncle Kazbeki here has 
big belly only by my command. 

The Nephew: . . . You claim forced by princes 
declare war. How then can you claim princes 
fouled up war? 

Azdak: Not sending enough men, embezzling funds, 
delivering sick horses, drinking in whorehouse 
during attack. 

"The City of the Accursed," corrupted by indecency, 

hate, exploitation, larceny, and selfishness, is governed 

by the feudalist system, which is supported by the church 

and served by the judiciary and armed forces. However, the 

system is in decline. War, coup and revolution are every

where. The Grand Duke and his governors, engaged in a 

greedily motivated war with Persia, play into the hands 

of the corrupted princes, who in turn stage a coup. During 

the palace coup, the carpet weavers revolt in an attempt 

to launch a revolution, but the Ironshirts make mincemeat 

of them. Consequently, the coup is successful and for a 

while one set of masters is replaced by another. However, 

during the transition of power, chaos and disorder exist 

to the maximum. The control seems to be in the hands of 

the soldiers and Ironshirts. The changes in their attitudes 
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and behavior signify the changes in the governmental system. 

They are always ready to obey anyone in power. Obviously, 

Brecht condemns chaos and disorder, but it is during this 

state of social order that the oppressed seem to be in a 

desirable position and the oppressors in a threatening 

position. 

Nevertheless, the political crisis affects the life 

of many. The governors are slaughtered, the lovers are 

separated, Michael loses his parents and finds new ones, 

Azdak gets a job, Grusha goes through a period of fruitful 

experiences, and so forth. The poor, besides helping each 

other as much as they can, are basically seen trying to 

survive. Their true interest, we believe, would be to put 

an end to their expolitation by those above them. However, 

as White points out, 

The world in which Grusha and Azdak move is made 
up of people with no impetus to change it, though 
very few of them benefit from it. . . . Brecht is 
more interested in showing this end of society and 
where the shoe rubs it than in attacking the ex
ploiters directly.37 

In short, there is in the play a political chaos. 

Religious Environment 

The virgin Grusha becomes the mother of a child and 

marries Yussup (Joseph). Azdak works amongst the down

trodden, breaking the laws like breaking bread to help 

37. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 154. 
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them. The Old Woman, "Mother Gruzinia/The Sorrowful," 

receives the souveniers of St. Banditus as well as Azdak's 

respect. Some parts of the story of Jesus are also used 

for Michael, "hailed by Grusha in the song at the end of 

[Act] 3 with an echo of Isaiah, thrice denied by her on 

38 Simon's return." However, despite all these biblical 

references and echoes, the play seriously attacks Chris

tianity. Brecht's hardest criticism of Christianity is 

that it fails to meet the real human needs, and that it 

is just a cover for exploitation. The good Christian 

people in the body of the play seem to be psychologically 

controlled by their religion, for their attention is 

diverted from the evil heaped upon them by those who 

govern and exploit them. The Christians whom Grusha meets 

not only fail to help her but also consider her positive 

actions in saving the child as sinful—those actions which 

terminate in the salvation of the child as well as that of 

herself. Grusha, it seems certain, would have been punished 

for helping the child if there had not been any Azdak. 

The external forces discussed above have such great 

influence upon the behavior and attitudes of the characters 

in the play that we are forced to ponder a bit over our 

traditional conception of the relationship between man and 

world. "On the traditional view," in the words of Steer, 

38. Ibid., p. 156. 
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"it is the self, the instinctual self, which is the source 

of evil and which constitutes the threat to the moral order 

39 of the world." The play makes us believe that the reverse 

of such a view is accurate, that man is not evil by nature, 

and that evil is a product of the social environment. We 

believe and are able to imagine that under a different set 

of circumstances, under a different set of economical, 

social, political and religious conditions, the people 

depicted in the play would be different. 

Needless to say, to instill such a belief in us is 

another function of the Prologue. The society shown there

in has driven off religious illusions by eradicating the 

need for them. The people therein have put an end to their 

exploitation. They have the social cohesion and shared 

strength of purpose to establish and sustain the order they 

think is the best. What governs their society is not force 

or repression but their common zeal, judiciousness and 

sagacity. 

Previous Action 

Previous action—that which happened before the 

present action begins—in The Caucasian Chalk Circle has 

been presented very interestingly and skillfully. In Part 

I, Brecht simply presents much of the previous action in the 

form of "Now listen to the minutes," delivered by the Expert: 

39. Steer, "The Thematic Unity," p. 5. 
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The Expert: Now listen to the minutes: Delegates 
of the Galinsk goat-breeding kolkhoz have 
come to Nukha. At the approach of Hitler's 
armies, the Kolkhoz, by order of the 
authorities, drove its goats eastward. Its 
members are now contemplating a return to this 
valley. Their delegates have inspected the 
village and surroundings and found much des
truction. (The delegates, right, nod) The 
adjoining Rosa Luxemburg Kolkhoz grows fruit. 
(Turning to those on the right) Within the 
framework of the reconstruction program they 
have put in a petition that the former terri
tory of the Galinsk kolkhoz, a valley where 
the grazing is poor, should be converted to 
orchards and vineyards. 

The previous action is thus set to establish the base from 

which the present action—that which happens immediately 

before the eyes of the spectators—actually begins. Need

less to say, the spectators' watching of the Expert belongs 

to the present action. Throughout Part I, details about 

the past are given in the form of short recallings stirred 

up by the excitement and tension of active engagement 

between the characters in the present. 

The previous action in Part II takes the form of 

the present action—and vice versa. As already noted, 

Part II is an event of the past brought to life again by 

narration. In narrating the past event, Brecht abandons 

the implicit expositions in plays like Ibsen's, and returns 

to "a far more ancient, far more widespread form of 

dramatic exposition, the explicit method used by the Greeks, 

by most Oriental playwrights, by the medieval theater, and 



40 by Shakespeare and most of his followers." The chorus 

narrates the whole event, which is simultaneously imper

sonated by the actors, and observed by the goat-raisers 

as well as the theater spectators. 

40. Fuegi, The Essential Brecht, p. 147. 



CHAPTER V 

THE ANALYSIS OF THE CAUCASIAN CHALK CIRCLE 

The purpose of this chapter is to get to know The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle. This chapter contains a scene-by-

scene analysis of the play in which the characters are 

studied, their deeds interpreted, their desires and wills 

described, the motives behind their actions pinpointed, the 

interaction between the characters traced, the forces 

governing their lives pointed out, and their reactions 

to those forces discussed. Discussed in detail too are 

the contradictions and incongruities inherent in the 

portrayed society and their consequent effects on the 

behavior and thought of the characters. As the analysis 

proceeds, the inherent dramatic values of the play, the 

varying moods as they occur in the play, the alienation 

devices used therein, and Brecht's political and artistic 

intentions are discussed. The analysis of each act appears 

under the title of that act. The function of each act, 

as well as the contribution each individual act makes to 

the play as a whole, is also discussed. 

119 
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The purpose in getting to know The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle is to arrive at an understanding of the total mean

ing Brecht has displayed therein. 

Act I: The Dispute over the Valley 
(the Prologue) 

The Prologue has been the most controversial aspect 

of The Caucasian Chalk Circle. It has been omitted fre

quently by directors who regard it as something superflu

ous, who see it as Brecht's glorification of a Soviet 

state, or who find no connection between the issue discussed 

in it and that acted out in the play which follows. It 

has also been attacked, ignored and misconstrued by many 

critics who have found it unnecessary or "arbitrary and 

distracting; the issue it raises is not followed through. 

"The author has prefixed to his play (1947) a Prologue 

(1954!) and is trying in this way to bring it up to date. 

He wanted to make it palatable to the cultural function

aries of the East by setting his switches in the correct 

2 ideological position for the attached play." Rare are the 

critics who have highly praised it, seriously defended it, 

and regarded it as an integral part of the play. The 

Prologue however is something vital to the whole play, from 

political as well as dramaturgical points of view. 

1. Raymond Williams, "The Achievement of Brecht," 
Critical Quarterly, Vol. 3 (Sept. 1961), p. 157. 

2. Quoted in Bunge, "The Dispute Over The Valley," 
pp. 52-53. 
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It has to be made clear from the outset that, 

apart from a few alterations he made in later versions, 

Brecht wrote the play precisely as it exists today. The 

Prologue "was the first bit of the play to be written by 

3 me in the States," stated Brecht, who, in 1956, re-named 

it after it had been cut in the first West German produc

tion of the play. Thereafter it was to be known as "The 

Dispute over the Valley," suggesting a parallel with the 

play's theme of conflict over the child. Therefore, the 

Prologue was no afterthought intended for bringing the play 

up to date, for we know that when it was actually being 

written, East Germany did not even exist. Nor was the 

Prologue intended for glorifying the Soviet Union. True, 

in the Prologue Mayakovski is quoted as saying, "The home 

of the Soviet people shall also be the home of reason!" 

It is also true that the Russian authority, apparently 

represented in the figure of the Expert from the Recon

struction Commission, fails to communicate any expansive 

or inspiring social objective to serve as a frame of 

reference for particular and local problems. The Expert 

gives the reports. He invites the two groups "to decide 

between them" whether the goat-raisers should return to 

the disputed valley or not. That is to say, he is not 

going to make any decision. When the Old Peasant on the 

right appeals to the nostalgic emotions in the others for 

3. Brecht, Collected Plays, Vol. 7, p. 300. 



122 

the familiar valley and insists that, "the new pasture is 

no good, whatever the young folks may say. I say we can't 

live there," we see the Expert side with him: 

The Expert: Let them laugh, they know what you 
mean. Comrades, why does a man love his home 
country? Because the bread tastes better, 
the sky is. higher, the air is spicier, voices 
ring out more clearly, the ground is softer 
to walk on. Am I right? 

In the world of the Prologue he proves to be wrong. 

What he tries to achieve is indicative of the enforcement 

of the law of the Soviet Union—a law which, according to 

Bunge, actually secures to the goat-raisers "all rights to 

4 the abandoned territory." The Expert, in spite of his 

constant demanding that "people's love for a particular 

piece of land" be recognized, is won over at the end by 

the villagers of both "Galinsk" and "Rosa Luxemburg," who 

together act ultimately against that law. 

To discover Brecht's political intentions in the 

Prologue depends to some extent upon the connotations of 

the name of Rosa Luxemburg. A true communist leader and 

a revolutionary fighter, Rosa Luxemburg believed in Social 

Democracy, which means "Marxism; it means the organization 

of the class-conscious and revolutionary proletariat whose 

5 
goal is the institution of the socialist order." She 

4. Bunge, "The Dispute Over The Valley," p. 62. 

5. Rosa Luxemburg, Selected Political Writings of 
Rosa Luxemburg, ed. Dick Howard (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 1971), p. 11. 
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believed in the limitations of the party's leadership in 

the struggle for the emancipation of the proletariat. 

The party's function, she said, is only to lead and to 

discipline the masses in preparation for the task. In 

the struggle "the masses will be the active chorus, and 
C 

the leaders only the 'speaking parts.'" After the revolu

tion, a complete transformation of the state and a complete 

overthrow of the economic and social foundations of society 

are required for establishing a socialist order of society. 

These tasks, according to her, again "cannot be decreed 

by any bureau, committee, or parliament. [They] can be 

begun and carried out only by the masses of people them-

7 selves." 

In the Prologue the most positive role is given 

not to the Expert but to the fruit-growing collective 

bearing the name of Rosa Luxemburg. The fruit-growers' 

activity and echoes reveal, as Holmes points out, their 

0 
fitness "to complete the achievement of communism." 

Their way of life shows that they have achieved all the 

socialist civic virtues such as industriousness, disci

pline, productivity, order, reason, and knowledge and 

6. Ibid., p. 270. 

7. Ibid., p. 368. 

8. T. M. Holmes, "Descrying the Dialectic: A 
Heterodox Line on the Prologue to Brecht's 'Der Kaukasische 
Kreidekreis,'" Journal of European Studies, Vol. 7 (1977), p. 
104. 
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dexterity necessary to direct socialist enterprises. They 

have achieved these virtues through their own activity and 

experiences. They have fought capitalism, of which Hitler's 

war in Brecht's view was the most striking development, and 

chosen socialism. Their way of life is neither Utopian nor 

removed from modern society. Conversely, what is stressed 

is its closeness and increasing affinity with realities of 

modern industrial society. In the words of Holmes: 

The countryside is shown as an immense industrial 
enterprise in its own right, involving the appli
cation of scientific expertise, engineering and 
machinery, and large scale planning. The people 
we encounter here . . . embody interdependent 
functions in an elaborate collective undertaking, 
and it is their participation in this productive 
ensemble that seems to enhance their awareness of 
responsibility towards the social whole.9 

The fruit-growers, besides having "specialized 

roles" within the collective farms (such as those of the 

Girl Tractor Driver and the Agronomist), have also formed 

what seems to be a workers' and soldiers' council—a 

council which Rosa Luxemburg believed can be "the only 

source of union, the persistent and saving principle"*® in 

a proletarian socialist revolution. The fruit-growers' 

unification, their well-developed plans, their proper and 

calculated replies, their critical and progressive approach 

to social life—all these exemplify that spirit of resolute 

9. Ibid., p. 100. 

10. Luxemburg, Selected Political Writings, p. 389. 
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and radical social commitment which brings them victory in 

their dispute over the valley. Their idea of irrigating the 

land is also symbolic. More than anything else, as Lenin 

told the Comrades Communists of Georgia in 1921, irrigation 

"will revive the area and regenerate it, bury the past and 

make the transition to socialism more certain.In short, 

the fruit-growers' objective is to bring socialist ideology 

step by step into existence, and they are seen succeeding 

in having positive effects on the goat-raisers. 

In the Prologue there are a few hints such as 

"everybody knows you'll take the cheese and the valley too," 

or "I knew their project would be good," which make it 

clear that this is a re-gathering of the villagers and 

that they know the result in advance. A lot of the ten

sion, which would otherwise exist, is in this way deluded. 

However, this does not mean that the goat-raisers have 

come to simply hand over their own land to their rivals. 

They get into a conflict with each other, the conflict 

is real, and the action is reciprocal. "There is no one-

12 way road but always a returned action." Unlike the 

fruit-growers who have a tremendous amount of confidence 

in what they say, the goat-raisers lack confidence 

and consequently adopt sober and defensive attitudes at 

11. Quoted in Holmes, "Descrying the Dialectic," p. 
106. 

12. Hodge, Play Directing, p. 34. 
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the start. As the action goes on, their attitudes gradually 

change. Their desire is their attachment to, and their 

love for, their land; their objective is to keep it. They 

are dignified people. In his attempt to attain his desire, 

the Old Peasant who is said to be just like his other 

fellow goat-raisers, appeals to history ("It's not the same 

as in the old days"), to his own imagination ("Our goats 

don't like the new grass the way they liked the old grass"), 

and to his sentiment ("I suppose it doesn't make any dif

ference what kind of tree grows outside the house where 

you were born?"). His reasoning gives rise to laughter, 

for his case is groundless. As a means of defending 

himself, he finally appeals to law, but "the laws have to 

be reexamined in any case to see if they still apply," 

replies the Girl Tractor Driver. After the fruit-growers 

present their useful plan, the goat-raisers give way, 

jointly alter the law, and the Old Peasant requests a copy 

of the drawings to take home with him. Their giving-way 

must not be considered as a weakness in their characters. 

Conversely, it should confirm the existence of the suffi

ciently well-developed socialist outlook throughout the 

people, which allows such a problem to be solved not by 

repression but by reasoned appeal to a sense of creative 

enthusiasm and common purpose. Unlike the chalk-circle 

story in which the Governor's Wife loses and Grusha wins, 

in the Prologue there are no such things as losers and 
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winners. In actuality all gain. The good of the individual 

and that of the society converge. This is acknowledged by 

all. 

The conflict over the valley is set in a cheerful 

atmosphere. It is about the matter of productivity: who 

is able to get the most out of a piece of land. "Either 

13 group might make good use of the land," concludes Gray, 

who seems to have disregarded what the Girl Tractor Driver 

says about the necessity of rationing time: "All pleasures 

have to be rationed. Tobacco and wine are rationed, and 

that goes for discussion too." The goat-raisers are given 

another village as well as state financial support. The 

dispute over the valley, it seems clear, would not have 

taken place had they had a project better than that of the 

fruit-growers. Time is important and must not be wasted. 

More important is the fact that there is now this irriga

tion project ready, which can be put into practice now, 

can be producing in a near future, and can give each person 

unrationed products. 

In the socialist society—"Forget it is Russia, if 

that offends you,"^ Eric Bentley advises us—depicted in 

the Prologue, it has been possible to find a reasonable law 

in a reasonable manner and enforce it reasonably. Brecht 

13. Gray, Brecht the Dramatist, p. 156. 

14. Bentley, "An Un-American Chalk Circle," 
p. 67. 
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preferred that we see the Prologue as a kind of "back-

15 ground" against which the action of the chalk-circle 

story is set. What is stressed and must be mostly observed 

is the usualness of the manner of arriving at such just 

laws in the socialist society. We are then thrown into 

the world shown in the ensuing play to discover the casual-

ness of arriving at justice. Thus, the Prologue, besides 

its dramaturgical function, has a political function, and 

its content is the major objective of Brecht. Can the 

Prologue be omitted? The answer is certainly negative, 

for what remains is incapable of conveying Brecht's inten

tions. To be sure, one can discover the importance of the 

Prologue to the play by taking a look at the experiences 

of those who read and saw the play with and without its 

Prologue and observed drastic differences between them. 

Professor Claude Hill, reading the play without its 

Prologue, saw "nothing Marxistic" in it and called it a 

16 "Utopian parable for a better world." Years later and 

after reading the Prologue he set about correcting himself 

thus: 

Brecht's play [is meant] to be a Marxist parable; 
he needed the frame of the prologue and (after 
he eliminated the epilogue) the concluding words 
of the singer in order to show that we are not 
witnessing a charming old tale with no relevance 

15. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," p. 94. 

16. Claude Hill, "Bertolt Brecht," Symposium, Vol. 
15 (Winter 1961) , p. 260. 
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to us. Without the prologue, Azdak's judgeship 
remains a bizarre incident and, at best, a mean
ingless exception- • • • The prologue reminds 
the audience that there is a future reality that 
is already in the process of being reached. 

And Hans-Joachim Bunge, the viewer of two performances of 

the play (Brecht's performance with the Prologue in Berlin 

and Buckwits1 without it in Frankfort) proves to us how 

the divergent perspectives for the two performances were 

dependent upon the inclusion or non-inclusion of the 

Prologue, and finally concludes that "The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle is not the same play without the Prologue as with 

In their dispute over the valley, the villagers 

take pleasure in discussion, in learning from each other, 

and in allowing decisions beneficial to all to be made 

peacefully and easily. They are great admirers of art. 

They know of Mayakovski, performing a play and "paying a 

valley" to see it. The play chosen is not an irrelevant 

theatrical production. It is "related to our problem." 

According to Bunge: 

In order that they [the farmers] shall not fail 
to see in what land and under what system they 
are living, in order that they may recognize in 
their jointly achieved decision the novelty which 
they have received in their consciousness, in order 
that they may comprehend the productiveness and 
the necessity of further alterations in their 
socially socialistic thinking, they perform the 

17. Hill, Bertolt Brecht, p. 137. 

18. Bunge, "The Dispute Over The Valley," p. 55. 
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play: feeling the greatest pleasure in their 
recognition of the progressiveness of their social 
order, in which they are placed in a position to 
alter the world itself. 

Enter Arkadi Cheidze, a powerfully built man of 

simple manners, the singer/storyteller/director of the play. 

Like Azdak he is a legendary figure, "a hard man to get," 

whose songs people have heard for years. This time he has 

directed a very old play from the Chinese, but "we play it 

in different form. ... It may be wrong to mix different 

wines, but old and new wisdom make an excellent mixture." 

The play is a long one, actually has two stories, and will 

last for a few hours. All merrily leave to have a meal 

before it starts. On the point of leaving, the Singer is 

asked whether the play can be shortened. His reply (or 

rather Brecht's reply) is "No." 

Act II: The Noble Child 

The play within a play begins. As the Georgian 

farmers of the Prologue get prepared to re-enact their 

ancestors, the Singer describes the historical setting of 

Nukha to a group of listeners (the Chorus). 

In olden times, in bloody times 
There ruled in this city, known as "the accursed 

city " 
A governor by the name of Georgi Abashvili. 
He was as rich as Croesus. 
He had a beautiful wife. 
He had a thriving child. 
No other governor in Gruzinia had 

19. Ibid., p. 65. 
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So many horses in his stable 
And so many beggars at his door 
So many soldiers in his service 
And so many petitioners in his courtyard. 
How shall I tell you the kind of man Georgi 

Abashvili was? 
He enjoyed his life. 

With this brief and effective introduction, Brecht estab

lishes the reality of social situation in pre-Nukha in a 

simple and basic manner. Whatever exists in Nukha is at 

the service of Abashvili*s enjoyment. His enjoying his life 

to the full signifies his cruel exploitation of the poor. 

The glory and almightiness of his court are characterized 

in terms not of justice and righteousness but of his be

longings. On the morning of one Easter Sunday, Abashvili 

the tyrant goes to church. At this point, the story is 

continued by the actors. 

What is first seen is an assortment of people, all 

ages and types, but all united in their poverty, their 

misery, and their suffering. In their plea for mercy is 

exemplified the Governor's merciless and tyrannical regime: 

The Beggars and Petitioners: Mercy, your grace, 
the taxes are too high.—I lost my leg in the 
Persian War, where can I get . . . —My 
brother is innocent, your grace, a misunder
standing.—He's starving on me.—He's our last 
remaining son—please release him from military 
service.—Please, your grace, the water 
inspector has been bribed. 

The poor, the crippled, the unjustly accused are out, both 

to present their complaints before the Governor (who pays 

no attention to them) and to get a glimpse of his newly 

born son Michael. The gifts they receive on this sacred 
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day are a few coins from a servant as well as lashes of 

heavy leather whips from the soldiers, who clear the way 

for the royal family. With the Governor is his "beautiful" 

wife, Natella, always seen with the Aide-De-Camp. Michael 

is carried in a magnificent baby carriage, and a pair of 

comic doctors are constantly in attendance. A handsome 

tall male nurse escorts Michael. Throughout the play 

contrasts speak for themselves and make the points visually. 

The contrast here is between the members of the royal 

family walking disdainfully, the harsh and ruthless 

soldiers cruelly whipping the poor, and the poor them

selves. There is a vast gulf between the ruler and the 

ruled. Brecht is also more interested in showing the 

stupidity, folly, senselessness and obsequiousness of the 

poor than in simply portraying their wretchedness. The 

beggars and petitioners throw themselves on their knees 

before the Governor. Whipped back by the soldiers, they 

fight amongst themselves for a better place to see Michael, 

"the apple of the Governor's eye." They easily forget 

their complaints, crying "God bless the child"—the child 

who might become worse than his father in exploiting the 

next generation. 

Brother to the Grand Duke, the Fat Prince Kazbeki 

enters, hypocritically greeting the Governor and his wife. 

At the same time, a rider dashes in having brought confi

dential news which the Governor refuses to hear. The Fat 
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Prince, despite his expression of his love for "clear skies" 

and for "a simple heart," seems to be more criminal than 

the Governor. He is more interested in the older regimes, 

under which a doctor was simply beheaded because such and 

such a governor's liver pained. His unctuous manner of 

speaking, along with his distrustful look at the rider, 

signifies his attempt to cover up something. His character 

is presented as a caricature, just like those of the 

Governor and his wife. He is so stupid that he almost 

reveals his conspiracy. We find out that there is a war 

with Persia going badly, and that the Fat Prince and other 

princes have gathered in the capital to plot against the 

Grand Duke and his governors. The conspiracy is not 

grasped by the Governor, for he is stupid too, "a blind 

man" as the Singer describes him. He is too slow in both 

understanding and action. To him, "immediately" means 

tomorrow. His effeteness and ineffectuality are shown by 

his lack of interest in hearing the messages from the 

capital. He has finally made a decision to extend his 

palace—a decision which of course results in destroying 

the houses of the poor. Singing to Michael at the end of 

Act III, Grusha calls the Governor a "bandit" and his wife 

a "whore." 

The slight coughing of the baby suddenly over

shadows the whole situation. Natella angrily turns to the 

doctors, who in turn accuse each other of blundering 



134 

the temperature of Michael's bath water. Most of the 

effects, serious and comic, are achieved by means of naive 

and simple dialogues: 

First Doctor (to the second): Permit me to remind 
you, Niko Mikadze, that I was opposed to that 
lukewarm bath, A slight error in the tempera
ture of the bath water, your grace. 

Second Doctor (also very polite): I am unable to 
agree with you, Mikha Loladze. The tempera
ture of the bath water was that prescribed by 
our great and beloved Mishiko Oboladze. 
More likely a draft during the night, your 
grace. 

The Governor's Wife: But do something for him! 
He looks feverish, Georgi. 

First Doctor (over the child): No cause for alarm, 
your grace. We shall make his bath water a 
little warmer and it won't happen again. 

Second Doctor (with a venomous look at him): 
I won't forget that, my dear Mikha Loladze. 
No cause for concern, your grace. 

Clearly enough, such a great care taken of the Governor's 

heir does not prove any parental love. Rather, it springs 

from the knowledge that, as Sagar points out, "the child 

guarantees the perpetuation of injustice for a further 

20 generation." Once more refusing to hear the news about 

the war, the Governor goes inside the church, followed by 

the Fat Prince. The rider leaves for the palace in disgust. 

The stage remains empty. "The city is silent," says the 

Singer, who now introduces two new characters, Simon and 

Grusha. 

Simon Chachava, the member of the palace guard on 

duty, stops Grusha Vachnadze, a kitchen maid, who hastily 

20. Keith M. Sagar, "Brecht in Neverneverland: 
The Caucasian Chalk Circle," Modern Drama, Vol. 9 (May 
1966), p. 12. 
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tries to enter the palace carrying a goose for the Easter 

feast. He engages in a pleasant skirmish with her about 

her "playing hooky from services," but his real objective 

is to tease her. She is too innocent to read the meaning 

between his lines. The existence of a deep relationship 

between them is sensed. We find out that Simon has alone 

gone for many times' to the willows where Grusha washes her 

clothes, sat in the bushes on hot days, and watched her. 

This is the climax of the episode at which Grusha leaves 

him. Yet her deep interest in him is obvious but temporar 

ily disguised by her indignation. Simon and Grusha are 

characters who will appear again, especially Grusha. Yet, 

during this short conversation, completely unsentimental 

and partly carried on in the third person, we get a good 

understanding of their characters. What is revealed of 

Grusha is her simplicity, her innocence, her honesty, as 

well as her obstinacy and tolerance in finding out what 

her lover means. Of all the servants in the palace, she 

is the one who knows about the geese. Her strength for 

every kind of work is common knowledge. She is practical, 

the one sent for the extra-needed goose; she is also 

simple, the one to be taken advantage of. Simon is honest 

too, a soldier not at all comparable with the other ruth

less Ironshirts. He has a great sense of humor. 

The Singer now poses some questions, anticipating 

some guessing on the part of the spectators. He hints at 
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seen coming out of the church and ordering the guards to 

surround the palace. The Easter mass is over, and the 

Governor's procession leaves the church and crosses to 

the palace, now a trap. The Governor can only pay atten

tion to his jealous wife, who peevishly complains that his 

new building is to be done with Michael in mind, not her. 

The Governor seems suspicious of the Fat Prince, but 

intends to do something about it later. The Aide-De-Camp 

tries in vain to get him to listen to the news from the 

capital, but "not before dinner, Shalva!" says the Governor, 

who goes in for Easter meal, leaving two Ironshirts (loyal 

to the Fat Prince) on guard. Three architects arrive, but 

are not allowed to see the Governor. Aware of the meeting 

of the princes in the capital and feeling the intensity of 

the situation, they leave quickly. 

Intoning now like a Greek chorus, the Singer 

comments ("0 blindness of the great") on the nature and 

weakness of tyranny. The Governor's downfall is shown in 

a mime sequence as the Singer says what seems to spring 

from the bottom of the heart of the oppressed: 

From your palace windows hostile eyes look down 
upon you. 

You will need no more architects. A plain car
penter is all you'll need. 

You will not be moving to a new palace, but to a 
small hole in the ground. 

The Governor who seemed to be at the zenith of his power 
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is now in chains. Like a marionette, he is pulled by the 

guards across the stage, the whole thing being directed 

by the Singer ("Look around you one last time."). He 

takes.a look at what he possessed. "His last visible 

21 attitude suggests a hanged man." The palace falls in a 

state of panic. The lesser folk are affected by the 

changes in the world of the mighty. The terrified servants 

rush outside the palace. Everybody's objective is to save 

his life. The two doctors, who were so concerned about a 

cough of the apple of the Governor's eye, have no inten

tion of staying another moment "on account of that brat." 

No one knows what has actually happened. "The fisherman 

says a comet with a red tail was seen over the capital; 

that means calamity," and so believes the simple-minded 

Grusha. It is said that the Persian war is entirely lost, 

the princes have risen up, the Grand Duke has escaped, and 

his governors are to be executed, but the little people 

have nothing to worry about. Unlike the powerful whose 

principle it is to slaughter each other in order to attain 

more power, the powerless help each other. There is a 

strong sense of solidarity amongst the servants. 

Simon is seen seeking Grusha. He finally finds 

her in the mass confusion, the other servants driven off 

by the Aide-De-Camp to help with the packing. Together the 

21. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 141. 
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two lovers develop a mutual moment of trust, love and peace 

in the midst of the war generated by hate and exploitation. 

The chaos affects both Simon's and Grusha's life. He is 

in a hurry, as he has been ordered to accompany the 

Governor's Wife on her flight from the country. In 

Grusha's opinion, he is foolish to obey, but he is loyal 

and intends to follow orders, though Natella means nothing 

to him. Grusha too is in a hurry, as she is constantly 

called to help to pack Natella's possessions. They must 

part soon, but Brecht gives them enough time for a be

trothal. In this poetic encounter, the lovers' mutual 

knowledge of each other and the reciprocity of their love 

are revealed. 

The delicate and poetic mood of this tender love 

scene, constructed in a deliberately stylized dialogue, 

sharply contrasts with the grave and critical atmosphere 

of the present chaos. This is indeed characteristic of 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle, in which the dramatic movement 

is sharply interrupted by different contrasting moods 

appearing consecutively and rapidly. The purpose is to 

create a jarring effect and to stress the irrational nature 

of life. 

The formalized distance between the two lovers, 

their bowings to each other, their use of proverbial speech, 

along with their addressing each other in the third person, 

keep a lot of sentimentality at bay. However, despite all 
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these deliberately-employed epic techniques, the moment of 

their separation is profoundly moving. After Simon puts 

the cross around Grusha's neck, "they stand undecided." 

At this point, he says: 

I'm only taking her [Natella] to the troops who 
are still loyal. When the war is over, I'll be 
back. Two or three weeks. I hope the time won't 
hang heavy on my betrothed untill I return. 

They already feel that their separation will last longer 

than a few weeks. It may last forever, since not every man 

returns from a grim, bloody, bitter war. Thus, Grusha 

assures him by describing how faithfully she will wait 

while he is away at the war, her description expressed in 

a poetic song: 

I will be waiting for you under the green elm tree 
I will be waiting for you under the bare elm tree 
I will be waiting till the last has come home again 
And even more. 
When you come back from the war 
No boots will be standing at the door. 
You will find no one in bed but me 
And my mouth will be unkissed. 
When you come back home 
You'll be able to say everything's just the same. 

The poetic love mood is interrupted as the Aide-De-

Camp appears and orders Simon to harness the horses. The 

servants enter with huge trunks of clothing. They are 

followed by Natella and a female nurse carrying Michael. 

The Aide-De-Camp presses Natella to hurry, for there is no 

time nor enough room in the carriage for the trunks. She 

can only take the necessities. Natella does not consider 

her son as one of the "necessities," for he is no longer 
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an instrument for obtaining money and power but a liability 

to her. She has the attitudes of a capitalist, thinking 

only of her property. Her figure is presented as a symbol 

of what Steer calls "the corrupting effect of wealth, of 

22 the total subordination of emotional to monetary values." 

Her concern for her material possessions exceeds her con

cern for her child. She is also at her wits' end, incap

able of understanding the gravity of the situation, 

incapable of doing what she wants. This is characteristic 

of Brecht's treatment of the wealthy throughout the play. 

The wealthy have unfeeling and unthinking behavior. All 

they have is money and all they can do is to give orders. 

Things have always been done for them. They are not cap

able of change or development. On the contrary, change and 

development are seen in the servants right before Natella's 

eyes. "Don't tear the sleeve!" she shouts at a servant who 

answers her back thus: "nothing has happened to the dress." 

The servants show an increasingly riotous mood by standing 

up straighter than usual. "Have you all gone crazy?" says 

Natella, who herself has indeed lost her senses. 

The Governor's Wife: . . . Don't stand around, 
youi (The young woman runs away) Stay right 
here or I'll have you whipped. (Pause) Look 
how these things have been packed! Without 
love, without understanding. If I'm not there 
standing over them. ... In times like these 
you see what kind of servants you've got. 

22. Steer, "The Thematic Unity," p. 2. 
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Masha! (With an imperious gesture) You know 
how to fill your bellies, but you never heard 
of gratitude. I'll remember this. 

Meanwhile the judge of the superior court has been 

hanged by the carpet weavers, who have revolted. The Aide-

De-Camp, frantic by now, tells Natella that they must flee 

at once, on horseback, but she still orders the servants 

about and desperately rummages among her dresses. The sky 

turns red and the firing comes very close. It is at the 

sight of the burning city that she eventually panics, flee

ing on foot. The nurse, who had been sent for something, 

now returns and realizes her lady has left "the noble 

child." She gives him to Grusha to hold for a second and 

goes after Natella, having no intention of coming back. 

Grusha with Michael in her arms frighteningly asks, "what 

have they done to our master?" To which the Stable Hand 

answers by a gesture "Fft!"—a gesture indicative of 

Brecht's "superb sense of the visual element in the 

2 T theatre." Anybody found with the child will also have 

the same destiny. This is what the other servants try to 

make Grusha understand: she must pack her things and 

flee. They also tell us about the kind of person she is. 

She is a "good soul," but not very bright. She is "the 

boneheaded kind that falls for anything. Go get the let

tuce, they say, you have the longest leg; and you go." 

23. Ronald Gaskell, Drama and Reality (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1972), p. 145. 
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What is important to notice is that Grusha's action may be 

looked upon by others around her as foolish, but to her it 

means helping. She helps and knows what helping others 

means. However, here she seems prudent, and her prudence 

is indicative of her knowledge of the danger in helping in 

this particular case. Thus, she puts Michael down, wraps 

a blanket around him, and re-enters the palace to pack her 

things. Hoofbeats and screams are heard. The Fat Prince, 

the new inhuman ruler of Nukha, enters with the Ironshirts, 

one of whom carries the Governor's head on a lance. 

The Fat Prince: Here in the center! . . . That's 
not the center, further to the right, that's 
it. When I give orders, I see to it that they 
are carried out properly. . . . This morning 
at the church door I said to Georgi Abashvili: 
"i love clear skies," but to tell the truth 
I prefer the lightning that strikes out of a 
clear sky. Yes, indeed. The only trouble is 
they've taken the brat away. I need him badly. 
Search all Gruzinia for him. A thousand 
piasters. 

A viper has taken the position of a rattlesnake. It is 

at this moment that we find out that what has happened has 

not been a revolution but a coup staged by the Fat Prince. 

The real revolution was started by the carpet weavers 

(symbolizing the class-conscious proletariat), but faced 

defeat. The time, Brecht tells us, is not ripe enough. 

A lot of people are still ignorant, attributing "the events 

24 to the influence of the comets." As the viper and its 

24. Walter Weideli, The Art of Bertolt Brecht 
(New York: New York Univ. Press, 1963), p. 97. 
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mercenaries leave, Grusha returns with her bundle. She has 

heard them as well as seen the severed head nailed to the 

gate. On the point of fleeing, she stops to see if the 

child is still there. At this point, the Singer describes 

the motivation of her action to rescue Michael by revealing 

her secret thoughts and feelings. She seems to hear Michael 

calling for help, telling her that those who refuse help 

to fellow-humans will have guilt-complexes. The parentless 

girl approaches the lonely parentless child, sits down and 

faces him. Her internal struggles begin: to save or not 

to save the child. 

It is interesting to note that the main story line 

of the chalk-circle story actually begins here, at the end 

of Act II, when Grusha is left alone with Michael. Up to 

now, Brecht has successfully shown to us the particularity 

of the child and his family. Thus, Act II basically shows 

who Michael is and establishes, in great detail, the 

character of Natella, so that when we next meet her in the 

final act of the trial we already know her. Act II has 

also shown us the disorder and the reasons for it, and has 

introduced us to Simon. 

It is dangerous to help Michael, but inhuman to 

leave him facing certain death. "Evil times make humane 

25 
feelings a danger to those who have them." Grusha is 

25. Brecht, Collected Plays, Vol. 7, p. 303. 
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aware of this, of the limitation of goodness in the danger

ous world in which she lives. Throughout the night she 

keeps hoping that someone will come to take the waif off 

her hands, but no one comes. Meanwhile she has brought a 

lamp and some milk. All through the night she watches him, 

giving him milk and warming him. Unlike the unthinking 

behavior of Michael's real mother, Grusha's behavior demon

strates her fitness, her usefulness, and her reliability 

to be a good mother. Finally, despite the Singer's warning 

"terrible is the temptation to do good," she allows instinc

tual goodness to triumph over her own best interests. She 

is overcome with human feelings and humanitarian impulses. 

She decides to save the child, her decision based on what 

she thinks is duty. To help those in need is necessary 

and the duty of those who can help. She herself says: 

Someone must help 
For a sapling needs water. 
The baby calf strays when the cowherd sleeps 
And the cry goes unheard! 

Brecht also gives his attitude towards Grusha's decision 

thus: "It is an act of love. She takes on the burden 

first as a duty. Then it becomes part of her. She grows 

2 6 
through it. She cannot give it up. It is an act of love." 

At this stage, Grusha's sole objective is to take 

the child to safety. The obstacles on her way are evident. 

26. Quoted in Henry Adler, "Bertolt Brecht's 
Theatre," The Twentieth Century, Vol. 160 (Aug. 1956), 
p. 116. 
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There are both external and internal pressures on her. 

There is a great danger to herself in being with the child. 

She is in conflict with the authorities. And as Brecht 

himself says: 

From the very beginning there is a conflict in 
Grusha between her interest in the child and her 
interest in her own existence and well-being. 
But they are connected too. The conflicts be
tween her interests continue for a certain time— 
until these interests become one.27 

Act II ends as Grusha sighs, picks up Michael and 

her bundle, and creeps away stealthily. 

Act III: The Flight to the Northern Mountains 

"If the worst comes to t'he worst, I have a brother 

with a farm in the mountains." This is what Grusha told 

Simon she would do to save her life. The worst has indeed 

come to the worst. Her fate is now somehow tied up with 

that of the endangered child with a price on his head. 

Pursued by the "bloodhounds," she flees to the mountains 

of the North for safety, with Michael in a sack slung over 

her shoulder. To keep her spirits up, the peaceful girl 

sings a song of war about four incompetent commanders and 

one capable soldier. 

Approaching a peasant's hut, "the good old Grusha" 

as she calls herself, decides to buy some milk for Michael. 

An old peasant appears. He first denies having any, but 

27. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," 
p. 98. 
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after making sure she can pay for it, he asks an impossible 

price for a cup of milk. There is a war and the Peasant's 

goats have been taken by the mighty soldiers. In order to 

survive longer he must sell what is left as dearly as pos

sible. Survival is clearly a key concept for the meaning 

of the play. Outraged, the virgin girl goes to Michael and 

gives him her barren breast, looking furiously at the closed 

door of the hut. Since she cannot afford it, Grusha wants 

Michael to think, to imagine, that he is drinking. Galy Gay, 

the poor packer in A Man Is a Man, is indeed possessed with 

such an imagination. "I have an imagination," as Gay 

declares, "let me tell you. For example, I've often had 

2 8 enough of a fish before I've even seen it." The corollary, 

of course, is clear. The poor, just because they are poor, 

have always had to enjoy many things not in reality but in 

their own imagination. However, Michael stops sucking, 

for he is too little to be able to imagine. Grusha gives 

way and buys some milk. The Peasant seems friendly, help

ing her to pick up Michael after their argument. "Michael," 

she says, "I've certainly let myself in for something." 

This is indicative of the first signs of her tiredness. 

Looking around, she sees a carriage outside a caravanserai. 

"Let's try and get a ride." 

28. Bertolt Brecht, A Man Is a Man, in Seven 
Plays by Bertolt Brecht, p. 80. 
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Grusha had already told the Peasant "we pay like 

princes." Here she decides to play the part of a respec

table lady in order to be able to share a room with two 

other "perfectly respectable" ladies, who are in flight. 

By wearing the brocade mantle, walking coquettishly and 

changing her manner of speaking, she succeeds in an imita

tion of Michael's real mother, Natella. However, her 

representation is doomed to failure, for "nothing is harder 

than imitating lazy, useless people," as the House Servant 

advises her. Her dexterity and ingenuity in making the 

best of a poor room betrays her class. "In a Brecht play 

29 the hands generally tell what a man's social position is." 

Grusha's gestures and behavioral features, along with the 

cracks on the palm of her hands, reveal her origin and tell 

of her being a domestic. Once more the inhumanity, heart-

lessness and incompetence of the rich are stressed. More 

stressed, and more significant too, is the way in which 

Brecht shows how Grusha, as the symbol of a class searching 

for peace and independence, is immediately accused by the 

upper class of creating violence. Of all in the caravan

serai, only does the poor House Servant help the poor 

Grusha. Afraid of the "police," the outrageous and terri

fied girl leaves hastily. 

29. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 36. 



148 

As usual, the Singer and the Chorus attract our 

attention with a song, informing us of the two approaching 

commissioned butchers of the Fat Prince looking for Michael. 

T h e y  a r e  c o m i c ,  " a  m i c r o c o s m  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  o r d e r . T h e  

Corporal, the one who gives orders, has sold their horses 

at the highest possible price. The Private, called "block

head," the one who executes orders, limps and thereby 

shows insubordination. The Corporal thinks of the Private 

as "dead wood," reproaching him not because of the brutal 

acts that he committed but because of his not having taken 

pleasures in them. Thus, the Private will never get a 

promotion, for his not enjoying while torturing is consid

ered as an offence to the military principles. The behavior 

and the remarks of the Corporal, unrealistic as they might 

seem, come as a jolt, making us contemplate the implications 

of the military mind. Again there is a mixture of contras

ting moods. Beneath the comic mood of the episode exist 

terror and anxiety as to what will happen if these men 

reach the innocent Grusha and the helpless Michael. 

Meanwhile Grusha has reached a farm, and Michael has 

become too much of a burden for her, so we are told by the 

Singer. She decides to leave the child, and there are 

reasons for this. For one thing, there is her poverty 

which, as an obstacle always present on her way, has pressed 

30. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 167. 
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her so much that she realizes the impracticability of her 

taking Michael further without any supplies. Another 

obstacle is her love for her sweetheart, Simon, for whom 

she even changes her mind about going to her brother's 

farm. Bidding farewell to Michael, she confesses thus: 

I'd have liked to keep you longer because your 
nose is so little, but it can't be done. I'd 
have liked to show you your first bunny and— 
teach you to stop wetting yourself, but I've 
got to go back, because my sweetheart the 
soldier ought to be back soon, too, and what 
if he didn't find me? You can't ask that of 
me, Michael. 

Though she called him her son in the caravanserai, and 

though her eagerness to rear him is expressed here, Grusha 

has no intention of keeping him. Her objective was to take 

him to safety. She has done so. So has she shown to be 

productive. But that her productivity tends toward her 

own destruction is true and recognized by her. Her interest 

in the child is overcome with her self-interest, the latter 

being certainly another key concept for the meaning of the 

whole play. 

Not having any idea of the Ironshirts' tremendous 

closeness to the farm in which she is, Grusha lays Michael 

on the doorstep of a peasant woman who looks friendly and 

has a big pail of milk. Then she knocks at the door, and, 

with a scrupulous honesty, hides behind a tree to see if 

Michael is accepted. The Peasant Woman comes outside 

and takes Michael inside, her action being in opposition 

to her husband's will. Grusha runs toward the direction 



from which she had come. However, leaving Michael is not 

easy, and her conflicting emotions are revealed by the 

Singer and the Chorus—she is relieved to be rid of the 

responsibility while she feels as if she has lost a part 

of her. 

Very soon, Grusha bumps into the Ironshirts going 

towards the exact direction where she has left Michael. 

At the sight of them, she becomes tremendously overcome 

with panic and anxiety. She feels guilty and responsible 

too, for the situation sounds as if she has done nothing 

for the child, and this is what makes her go back to him. 

Her attitude towards the circumstances has also greatly 

changed. Change, as has already been noted, is a key 

concept for the play's meaning. Grusha, who believed in 

"tailed comets," was already seen defending herself 

against the two dignified ladies with their absurd charges 

by calling them "monsters! At a time when they're nailing 

your heads to the walls!" Here she reveals herself as 

tougher, brighter and more resistent. The aggressive 

nature of the army men is revealed in the Corporal's 

witty language with its harshly sexual innuendoes and its 

coarse obscenities. Their honorable intention, which is 

to rape her, is caught by Grusha, who defends herself 

thus: "If I write him [Simon] a letter, he'll break every 

bone in your body." On hearing the Corporal's vague line 

"I want a child from you," she lets out a little scream, 
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but continues pretending that she has no knowledge of the 

child. Finally, the perplexed girl is led by the Singer 

again acting like a director: "Run, kind-hearted girl. 

. . . You who are helpless, help the helpless child!" 

Having given up her own interest, she goes once more to save 

Michael, pursued by the Ironshirts, now suspicious of and 

angry with her. 

"In the bloodiest times/There are kindly people," 

so says the Singer. His statement is paradoxical, for it 

is the kindly, friendly, good people in the play who fail 

to help Grusha. Here Brecht launches his criticism of 

Christianity. The Christian Peasant Woman accuses Grusha 

of having done a sinful act by abandoning the child. This 

is heavily ironical, for the real sinful act was committed 

by the Governor's Wife in front of the church and on Easter 

Sunday, the day of the resurrection of Christ. Neither did 

Christ perform any miracle to save the child nor did his 

agents in that church punish Natella for her brutal and 

selfish abandonment of her child. It is also the same 

Christian woman who thinks first of her possessions when 

she finds out that the Ironshirts are coming, who betrays 

Grusha as soon as they come, and who forces her to use 

violence to save Michael. In a society based upon vio-

31 
lence, "violence is necessary, not pious sentiment." 

31. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 29. 
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Grusha does not want to take Michael, for there is 

still a chance for him to stay with the woman. Her objec

tive, then, is to get the woman to say with some conviction 

that he is hers. On the other hand, the woman seems willing 

to keep him if her action in so doing does not cause any 

danger to her silver. Grusha has done a lot for Michael. 

She even became an actress. Here she is seen directing 

and telling the woman how to behave naturally. She advises 

her of using her own life experiences in order to make her 

demonstration as a mother believable. Both are frightened, 

but Grusha is more in control of herself, while the woman 

is embarrassed. The game starts as the Ironshirts arrive. 

Both the woman and Grusha do the exact opposite of what 

they intended to. The woman, seized with panic at the sight 

of the Corporal with his rough sadism and his usual aggres

sive manners, betrays Michael though she wanted to keep 

him. Under the new condition, Grusha has to give herself 

away and act desperately to save Michael, though she wanted 

to lose him. Like a lioness protecting her cub against 

danger, Grusha hits the Corporal over the head with a big 

log of wood, takes Michael and escapes. From now on, the 

situation is different. Grusha as well as Michael is hunted. 

Even at this point Grusha has not yet taken Michael 

as her own son. The Singer, the manipulator of time and 

place, informs us that for twenty-two more days she lives 

with him, takes care of him, and makes sacrifices for him. 
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At the same time, she changes, her love for him grows to 

the point where she can no longer be without him. She truly 

adopts him. Singing to him, she removes his fine linen, 

wraps him in tatters, and re-baptizes him symbolically. 

The baptism has political, rather than religious, connota

tions. According to Ritchie, "with this symbolic gesture 

she removes him from the realm of the 'Christian' oppres

sors and makes him one of the helpless and oppressed like 

herself."32 

The truth of Grusha's adoption of Michael is proved 

in the next episode in which she risks their two lives by 

crossing the abyss on a dangerous rope bridge. Here she is 

shown at the zenith of her courage and bravery. The three 

peddlars, two men and a woman, stand around, refusing to 

attempt to cross and at the same time urging Grusha not to 

try such an action. They even try to persuade her into 

leaving Michael. "No. Where he goes, I go. (To the child) 

We're in this together, son," replies Grusha. Her realiza

tion that she has to risk the bridge if there is to be any 

chance of survival is expressed in "The Song of the Rotten 

Bridge": 

Deep is the chasm, son 
See the bridge sway 
Not of our choosing, son 
Is our way. 

You must go the way that 
I have picked for you 

32. Ibid., p. 29. 
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You must eat the bread that 
I have saved for you. 

Share the two, three morsels 
Taking two of three. 
How big or how little 
Better not ask me. 

Grusha has assumed the role and responsibilities of a mother 

to the point where she risks her life before letting any

thing happen to the baby. She has also realized that she 

must act alone without expecting any help from others. As 

the Christian woman falls on her knees, accuses her of 

tempting God and of commiting a sin, Grusha is seen reach

ing the safe side of the bridge. The Ironshirts appear, 

the Corporal with a bandaged head. Seeing the vigorous 

Grusha holding up Michael for him to see, the Corporal can 

only accuse his subordinate of being responsible for their 

defeat. 

Nature also plays a significant part in The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle. Up to this point it has been por

trayed as lovely and benevolent. It was in the icy, cold 

water of the glacier river that Grusha re-baptized Michael, 

changed his class, committed him to a new life, and adopted 

him. Here in the last episode of Act III, when the cold 

wind disturbs Michael, she comforts and teaches him about 

the beauty and benevolence of the natural elements, though 

he is still too little to understand: 

Never be afraid of the wind, it's only a poor devil 
like us. His job is pushing the clouds and he gets 
colder than anybody. . . . The snow isn't so bad 
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either, Michael, It's job is covering the little 
fir trees so the winter won't kill them. 

The cold helpless Michael is compared with the poor cold 

wind, and the strong protective Grusha with the snow which 

likewise performs a protective action. Nature thus seems 

to express or reflect, as Lyons points out, the sensitive 

33 
emotxons of the characters m the play. As the snow 

begins to fall, Grusha sings "The Song of the Child," 

which ends Act III: 

Your father is a bandit 
And your mother a whore 
Every noble man and honest 
Will bow as you pass. 

The tiger's son will 
Feed the little foals his brothers 
The child of the serpent 
Bring milk to the mothers. 

What the song says is that Michael is no longer to be com

pared with his true corrupt parents. He has been trans

formed into a new person and can grow as a true human 

being. The song is also a portrayal of Grusha's (or 

rather Brecht's) desired world—a world in which the child

ren of the tigers, of the foals, of the serpents, and of 

all other creatures, will help each other and will live 

together peacefully and amicably. To portray such a world 

is an act of optimism, another key concept upon which the 

play rests. Needless to say, such a world exists in the 

Prologue to the play. 

33. Charles R. Lyons, Bertolt Brecht: The Despair 
and the Polemic (London: Southern Illinois Univ. Press, 
1968) , p. 139. 
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A question remains as to what the function of Act 

III is. Brecht answers the question thus: "What matters 

is not the right of the maid to the child, but the right of 

34 the child to a better mother." In The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle motherhood is determined not biologically but 

socially. Thus, the child, rather than the mother, is cen

tral. Grusha does not need Michael, and as a proof of 

this she once abandoned him. It is Michael who needs 

Grusha. Therefore, Act III shows how Michael becomes 

Grusha's by stages, and establishes an accomplished fact— 

Grusha is a better mother for Michael—which will be recog

nized by Azdak. Furthermore, Act III marks, through 

portraying the dangers and the difficulties with which 

Grusha copes, the development of her character from an 

instinctively good-hearted girl to a mother aware of her 

duties towards Michael. 

Act IV: In the Northern Mountains 

Grusha's journey is not over. For seven more days 

she marches on, heading for her brother's home in the 

mountains. The passage of time is marked as usual by the 

Singer, who once more expresses the feelings, thoughts, and 

expectations of Grusha: 

When I come to my brother's house, she thought 
He will stand up and embrace me. 

34. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," 
pp. 96-97. 
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"Is it you sister?" he will say. 
"I've long been expecting you. This is my beloved 

wife. 
And this is my farm, mine by marriage. 
With eleven horses and thirty-one cows. Be 

seated! 
Sit down at our table with your child and eat." 

However, the way she is received is in sharp contrast to 

the warm welcome she expected from her brother. Here 

Brecht again shows explicitly how people's behavior is 

reshaped by external forces. Her brother, Lavrenti, 

reveals himself to be a coward, but the real force govern

ing his timorous behavior is economical factors. He has 

married for money, is ashamed of his wife and submissive 

to her. His rich wife, Aniko, is "a good soul, but not 

until after dinner," so claims Lavrenti. Like other reli

gious people in the play she too fails to perform a posi

tive action. She pays more attention to the cake in the 

oven than to the sick, starving and exhausted Grusha. At 

the sight of Grusha's first collapse, she can only think 

whether her sickness is contagious or not. Aniko's lack 

of compassion is revealed in her constant interrogation 

of Grusha without letting her rest for a moment. In fact, 

the whole episode resembles a kind of court room. Both 

the cowardly brother and the pious sister-in-law believe 

that Michael is Grusha's illegitimate son, but Lavrenti 

cleverly fakes a story, pretending to his wife that Grusha 

is on her way to meet her husband, a soldier who lives 

"across the mountains." The hearing continues with Grusha 
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mumbling feverishly. She is no longer the powerfully 

active, energetic and enlivened girl seen in the previous 

episodes. She is almost dead, hardly conscious of what 

goes on, hardly capable of speaking or standing on her 

feet. Thus, the contrast between the two different physi

cal conditions of Grusha is emphatically made clear, as 

with the contrast here between the hungry girl and the fat 

Aniko sitting by the table and swallowing food. The epi

sode ends as Grusha again collapses in her brother's arms. 

He inevitably takes her in. 

Grusha and Michael are accommodated in the store

room until Spring. Their life over the next six months 

passes in the form of mere existence and survival. Never

theless, she makes herself useful by weaving at a loom and 

at the same time educating her growing son. She sings 

"The Song of the Center," which consists of useful lessons 

and is about cunning, "a favourite Brechtian concept. 

Through the song, she advises Simon how to be cunning in 

order to survive by preventing himself from fighting in 

the front lines or the rear, which are much more perilous 

than the center. The song also applies to Grusha's as 

well as Michael's present situation. Their utter exposure 

to the external forces (mainly, political oppression) has 

already been portrayed. She has a full understanding of 

this, of the extent of the vulnerability to which they are 

35. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 32. 
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exposed. Thus, at this stage of the play, her highest 

priority, her utmost objective, is to strive for survival. 

Her realization that they must take full advantage of the 

security given to them is further expressed in the follow

ing passage, through which she teaches her son how to be 

cunning: 

Michael, we must be very clever. If we make our
selves as small as cockroaches, my sister-in-law 
will forget that we're in the house. We'll be able 
to stay until snow melts. And don't cry because 
it's cold. If you're poor and suffer from the 
cold besides, people won't like you. 

Lavrenti comes in and, ashamed of looking his sister 

in the face, sits somewhere around her, taking a look at 

both her and Michael, who are muffled up like coachmen. 

Grusha's desperate need of the existing security is visually 

portrayed as she hastily removes her shawl, thereby sugges

ting that it is not cold. Lavrenti has brought some 

unpleasant news. Gossip about an illegitimate child has 

started, Spring is coming, and the soldiers are likely to 

come looking for Michael. However, the worst of all is his 

wife, for she is 

so very, very sensitive. If people say the least 
thing about the farm, she gets, upset. You see, 
she takes everything to heart. One time the milk
maid had a hole in her stocking in church, and my 
dear Aniko has been wearing two pairs of stockings 
to church ever since. 

Despite the kindness and compassionate attitude Lavrenti 

displays towards his sister's critical condition, his 

defense of his vicious wife reveals his true spineless 
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character. Aniko, we are forced to believe, is not natur

ally vicious either. The real force determining her 

vicious behavior is her concern for, and her fear of, her 

own respectability, for, after all, nothing can stop 

gossip. The revelation of such forces, it has been argued, 

determining the characters' behavior in some way or another 

is the fundamental function not only of The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle but also of Brecht's theater. 

Nature is not purely benevolent either. The drops 

of the melting snow, theatrically marked with the sounds of 

the glockenspiel, fall faster and faster, sound louder and 

louder, thereby announcing the coming of Spring—Spring 

which is horrifying, for it means leaving safety. Through

out the episode, Grusha remains helplessly silent. No 

heroic action can save her here. She simply needs help, 

and Lavrenti can surely help her. He is very wily, the 

solver of his sister's difficulties, for it was his fake 

story about the soldier across the mountains that enabled 

her to stay in Aniko's house for six months. Now he has 

indeed found "A husband across the mountains," a man on 

his deathbed. By marrying the dying man, Grusha can attain 

respectability for herself and identity for Michael. She 

will get an official document which "makes all the differ

ence in the world. Without an official document even the 

shah of Persia wouldn't dare to call himself the shah." 

Furthermore, as part of the arrangement, she and her son 
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will be able to live for two years on the farm owned by the 

mother-in-law. On such terms, ("all right, I'll do it,") 

she agrees. Only a few minutes ago she had recalled Simon, 

hoping for his safe return and to marry him. She now sac

rifices Simon for the sake of Michael. What began as a 

quick rescue undertaken to salve her conscience has turned 

into a total commitment. As the excited Lavrenti leaves 

hastily to get his wife's milk money to make up the dowry, 

Grusha starts amicably telling her grievances to Michael, 

and making it clearer for us what the Singer had meant when 

he warned her as well as us of the terrible temptation of 

goodness. "Michael," she confesses, "I ought to have left 

in a hurry that Easter Sunday in Nukha. Now I'm the 

ninny." In a world supremely threatening to the individual, 

to be good and yet not to be damaged is shown to be practi

cally impossible. 

The following episode takes place in the dying 

bridegroom's hut, where the two events, "the emergency 

wedding and the funeral service," are celebrated simul

taneously, grotesquely, and artistically. As one of the 

most hilarious episodes in the play, it strengthens the 

optimistic nature of the whole work, though Grusha appears 

to get involved in a more serious situation. In the bed

room the dying peasant lies motionless under a mosquito 

net. The mother-in-law, followed by Lavrenti with the 

child, rushes in, pulling Grusha by the hand. The marriage 
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objective is clear: to become a respectable woman. The 

immediate obstacle on her way arises as the mother finds out 

about the supposedly illegitimate child. She bargains and 

is given more money to let Michael become a member of her 

honorable family. This is just one more area to reveal 

how economical factors manipulate people's lives. The 

mother behaves like a miser, as she has planned to make a 

pile of money out of her dying son. Her moment-to-moment 

attitude is brilliantly shown where she is seen wishing 

her son to remain alive one minute so that the marriage 

will take place and wishing for his death the next minute, 

when she realizes that she must pay for the expenses of 

another funeral ceremony if he dies later. She has also 

hired a monk instead of a priest to cut down on the ex

penses. But even she herself is irritated with the monk, 

for "he's no better than I paid for. An expensive one 

behaves. In Sura there's a priest who's even said to be 

a saint, but naturally he costs a fortune. A fifty-piaster 

priest like this has no dignity, he's got just enough reli

gion for fifty piasters, no more." Brecht's criticism 

of religion and his portrayal of social values in the world 

depicted are clear. It is a world in which money is pre

dominantly involved in the determining of legitimacy, 

respectability, sanctity, family honor, and so forth. 
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At the bedside of the unconscious Yussup, Grusha's 

coerced and expensive marriage takes place. She says her 

"yes" while looking at Michael, for whom she is doing it. 

The mother objects to the monk, for he wants to anoint 

the sacrament; the marriage has already cost her dearly. 

Lavrenti pays the dowry to her and leaves. Then she 

takes Grusha to the other room, now full of gluttonous 

neighbors who have rushed in to share the wedding feast. 

They, too, want to benefit from the ceremony. So have the 

three musicians come to make some money out of it. Grusha 

is introduced to the unexpected guests, who begin to gossip 

about her and the child. From their conversation it 

emerges that Yussup seemingly became sick when one of his 

neighbors' sons was called up for the army. In order to 

survive, "he's been lying abed a whole year." As the mother 

and Grusha prepare the wedding cake, the monk delivers a 

paradoxically absurd speech to the deeply moved, "dear 

wedding guests and mourners"—a speech which once more 

confirms the irrationality of the life in the world depic

ted. The monk is also quoted as saying in the tavern that, 

"The War's over I Beware of peace!" This remark has 

remarkable effects on the malingering Yussup, miraculously 

bringing him back to life. He sits up for a moment and 

falls back again unnoticed. The going-ons are funny and 

ironical. A mixture of wedding/funeral music is played by 

the musicians, the cake is hastily distributed to the 
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greedily swallowing guests, and an obscene song is sung by 

a drunken peasant who is accordingly thrown out. After an 

embarrassed pause, the guests begin to talk of the latest 

news: war is over, order is re-established by, ironically 

enough, the peace-loving shah of Persia, and the Grand 

Duke is back in power. On hearing a guest mention the 

return of the soldiers, Grusha drops the cake pan. Turmoil 

within her is visibly portrayed as she kneels down, takes 

Simon's cross from her blouse, kisses it and prays. She is 

terribly confused: she has a child, is now legally married, 

and her surviving fiance is on his way back to her. Further 

confusion is created, for the statement of another guest 

claiming that no more men will be dragged off to the army 

makes Yussup sit up straight in the bed. His appearance is 

terrifying. Haggard in his white nightgown, he rises like 

a ghost, speaking with a hoarse voice not used for a whole 

year. Like the other characters, he too thinks first of 

his possessions: "how much more cake are you going to 

stuff into their bellies? Do you think I shit money?" 

The terrified guests flee hastily, with their mouths full 

of cake. The deceived Grusha, still on her knees with 

forehead on the floor, turns her head and stares at Yussup, 

who quite in a healthy condition, begins to have some 

refreshment. The game is over. He is alive, his existence 

further complicating Grusha's already complicated situation. 
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Grusha, though deceived accidentally, remains faith

ful to Yussup and lives with him for two years. In the 

episodes which follow, a few days of her married life are 

shown. She devotes much of her time to educating her son by 

giving him useful tasks such as that of darning a straw 

mat. Yussup reveals himself to be crude and selfish, order

ing Grusha about, showing his dissatisfaction with her and 

her "bastard," treating her like a whore and, at the same 

time, upbraiding her for not submitting to him. However, 

despite all these, he gains the sympathy of the spectators, 

for he is the one who truly helps Grusha and Michael by 

sheltering them for two years. His harsh treatment of his 

wife is justified, for he is deceived too. He is not 

allowed to benefit from his marital rights to the full. 

According to his "almanac," a wife's job is to hoe the 

fields and to spread her legs. She does not do such a job 

and honestly confesses to be cheating him. They are both 

defrauded, both victims of the circumstances: Grusha is 

the victim of Natella's cruelty and selfishness in abandon

ing the child while Yussup is the victim of Grusha's plans 

in keeping the child for herself. The difference between 

the two characters is that Grusha accepts her condition 

more tolerably and without complaint. 

As Yussup is heard complaining about the situation, 

the Singer once more interrupts the dramatic action, giving 

us as usual a summary of the content of the episode to 

follow: 
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As by the brook she sat washing the linen 
She saw his face in the water. And his face grew 

paler 
With each passing moon. 
When she stood up to wring out the linen 
She heard his voice from the murmuring maple and 

his voice grew softer 
With each passing moon. 
Sighs and excuses multiplied, salt tears and sweat 

were shed. 
With each passing moon the child grew up. 

Obviously, such a summary minimizes the element of 

suspense, as we can anticipate what will happen. Two 

years have passed. Michael is grown enough to play with 

the other children, but Grusha teaches him "don't let them 

order you around because you're the smallest." The children 

are seen playing "Heads Off," a game in which, amusingly 

enough, the Governor's execution is re-enacted. Though very 

short, this episode is very important and yet too little 

attention has been paid to it by critics. The content of 

the episode is an explicit reminder of Brecht's communistic 

doctrine, and it conveys the influences of the environment 

upon the people's lives. When man is born, as Communists 

believe, his mind is like a clean slate. It is the environ

ment in which he is raised that shapes his thought, his 

behavior, and his outlook on life. Here Brecht portrays 

visually, and succeeds in persuading us, that Michael is 

becoming a person different from his father, for he is 

being raised in a different environment and trained by a 

different person. Even in his imaginary and childlike 
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world, Michael refuses to play the part of a governor. The 

episode also prepares us for the following Act, which begins 

with the same event. 

Through the lyrical passage cited above we were 

already reminded of Grusha's yearning for Simon. Now we 

see him appear, in a tattered uniform and with a saddle but 

no horse, on the opposite side of the stream. Just as 

Spring sounded horrifying, so also the stream, a natural 

element, plays a cruel part by keeping the lovers separated. 

Here, as in the betrothal episode, the formality of their 

attitudes is kept. Here as there, this formality restrains 

any explosion of emotion and keeps the sentimentality at 

bay. Simon, promoted to a higher rank and now prosper

ous, has come to ask for Grusha's hand. But she tells him 

that something has happened yet nothing has come between 

them. Her name has changed yet her mouth has remained 

unkissed. Simon is confused by such puzzling statements. 

With tears in her eyes, she beseeches him to cross the 

stream so she can explain the reasons for her seeming 

faithlessness, but he is too angry to consider it necessary 

to do so. Here at the climactic moment of the episode, 

where the emotional intensity is great, the lovers remain 

silent and it is left to the Singer, who once more jumps 

inside the action to tell us what the lovers "thought and 

did not say," and thereby to create distance between the 

characters and us. He recounts Simon's experiences in the 
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war and how he survived, as well as Grusha's reasons for 

her having come to the child's rescue. As for the present 

action Grusha is seen looking at Simon hopelessly, her face 

streaming with tears. Simon's disappointment is visibly 

shown as he ignores her, quietly cutting a piece of wood. 

The tension, which obviously exists between the unspoken 

thought and the present action, reaches its peak as Grusha 

recognizes the fact that she has sacrificed Simon in her 

protection of Michael. Her realization that she could not 

have done otherwise is also expressed in her thoughts re

vealed by the Singer: 

Soldier, when you were fighting in the battle 
The bloody battle, the bitter battle 
I found a child who was helpless. 
I hadn't the heart to leave it. 
I had to care for what would have perished 
I had to bend down for bread crumbs on the ground 
I had to tear myself to pieces for what was not 

mine 
A stranger. 

Bitterly enough, during such moments when the unhappy 

Grusha is on the point of losing Simon, she learns that 

Michael has been captured by the Ironshirts. They have 

orders to take him back to the city, for it is believed 

that he is the son of the late Governor. The world depic

ted is very contradictory. Only a few moments ago Grusha 

confessed to Simon that she was not Michael's real mother. 

Now confronted by the Ironshirts, she is forced to lie by 

reclaiming him as her own, and thereby putting the seal 

on Simon's alienation. Simon leaves her and Michael is 
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taken away from her. Her decision is very clear. Of her 

two loves she has chosen Michael, for Michael has become 

part of her. The holy bond established between the mother 

and her son cannot be easily broken. Act IV ends here with 

Grusha running after the Ironshirts with Michael. Both 

the real mother and the foster-mother have to appear in a 

court where the case is to be solved. At such a moment 

when we are greatly concerned about the destiny of this 

small family disintegrated by a society hostile to good

ness, the Singer holds Grusha's story in abeyance and, by 

exerting a parabolical, suspense creating device familiar 

to storytellers, directs our attention to the puzzling 

problem of 

Who will decide the case, to whom will the child 
be given? 

Who will the judge be? A good one? A bad one? 
The city was in flames. On the seat of justice 

sat Azdak. 

Unlike Act III, which portrayed Grusha's ability and 

strength in actively fighting with the external forces in 

order to save Michael, Act IV shows her capability in suf

fering as well as her power in accepting her critical 

condition without either objection or complaint. Steer 

is correct in stating that some of the scenes, particularly 

in the first half of the play, are "deeply embedded in the 

3 6 vision of life as a test of survival." Grusha does 

36. W. A. J. Steer, "Brecht's Epic Theater: 
Theory and Practice," The Modern Language Review, Vol. 63 
(July 1968), pp. 644-645. 
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everything she can in order to survive, for she can help 

Michael if she survives. Thus, whatever she has done is 

overshadowed by her central motivation: her devotion to 

Michael. She shows no objection to the sister-in-law's 

cold treatment of her nor any resentment for her brother's 

cowardly behavior. She accepts to marry Yussup and, when 

it becomes clear that he is alive, she shows no resentment . 

or self-pity. She does not object to either Yussup's 

aggressive stinginess or his reproachful behavior. And 

finally, she lets Simon suspect her of faithlessness rather 

than betraying the child to his enemies. All this she does 

for Michael. 

The first half of the play is over, and what it has 

demonstrated for, and communicated to, us is clear. It has 

proved the accuracy of the Singer's paradoxical phrase 

"terrible is the temptation to do good!" And to do good is 

terrible only in the inauspicious and threatening society 

as depicted in the play. In there, any tendency towards 

natural goodness and kindness turns out to be a terrible 

disaster. We have seen how a simple and honest act of 

saving a baby's life has led Grusha into exile, wandering, 

poverty, an unwanted marriage, and finally into isolation. 

However, Grusha does not give up. She is not the one to 

submit herself to such a vicious society. "The more 

pressures are put on her, the more her refusal to let 
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37 society alienate her stands out." We do not expect her 

to lose Michael without a fight. She goes to the trial in 

order to fight over Michael with her rival of high born. 

The case will be judged by Azdak, whose character is intro

duced in the following Act. 

Act V: The Story of the Judge 

As has been noted, the capitalistic society depic

ted in the play sets a terrible penalty on virtue, goodness 

and decency. However, despite Grusha's act of goodness in 

such a society, she is nevertheless saved as well as rewar

ded. As a matter of fact, "Grusche is the one character 

[in Brecht's dramas] for whom goodness pays off, for whom 

the naive and instinctive moral act does not involve des-

38 truction." And clearly enough, it is not the society 

which rewards her. Just as the mother-in-law's more com

fortable life depended upon her son's death, the old 

peasant's longer survival upon his raising the price of his 

milk, and Grusha's respectability as well as Michael's 

identity upon a marriage, so also Grusha's chance of being 

treated justly depends upon the figure of Azdak, an excep

tional man who is accidentally and miraculously raised to 

a high position of authority. 

37. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 159. 

38. Steer, "The Thematic Unity," p. 7. 
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In presenting the story of Azdak and how he became 

a judge, Brecht uses the parabolical and cinematic technique 

of going back to the same Easter Sunday on which the revolu

tion began, the Grand Duke was overthrown, and the Governor 

was beheaded. On that day Azdak, the village scrivener, 

finds a fugitive disguised as a beggar, and gives him 

shelter and food. The scene is Azdak's hut. The Fugitive, 

an old man, overcome with panic and unable to speak, looks 

like a trapped mouse. He is at his wit's end and acts 

crazily. Every now and then, he waddles around desperately 

and keeps going as though to run through the wall of the 

hut. Azdak, in rags and a bit drunk, seems disgusted with 

and irritated by the fear and cowardice displayed by the 

Fugitive; he shouts at him rudely and treats him reproach

fully. 

Once more, what is emphatically shown is how the 

visible behavioral features and gestures of the characters, 

how their observable acts, are the determining factors for 

them. Just as Grusha, a domestic, could not pass herself 

off as a lady in the caravanserai, so also the Fugitive 

is incapable of playing believably the part of a beggar. 

His appearance shows he is accustomed to prosperity. His 

hands are "white," he has got a "guilty look," and cannot 

behave as a poor man does. Thus, he is not a "self-

respecting citizen," but a "landowner," an exploiter. 

According to "Street Scene," Brecht's basic model for his 
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Epic Theater, "characters [are derived] entirely from their 

39 actions." The Fugitive eats "like a grand duke or a 

pig," and it is his crude eating manners which reveal the 

class to which he belongs. 

As soon as Azdak realizes that the Fugitive is not 

a beggar but an aristocrat, he orders him out of his hut. 

The Fugitive, by offering 150,000 piasters for one night's 

lodging, requests "to make a proposition,"—a phrase which 

adds a capitalistic overtone. Azdak is on the verge of 

refusing when Shauva the policeman comes to arrest him for 

having poached yet another rabbit. They engage in an 

interesting argument about poaching. The man-catcher, 

positive about the poacher's offence, is nevertheless 

overcome with the rabbit-catcher's intellectual supremacy. 

Profoundly confused, Shauva leaves without Azdak. And 

Azdak's humanity is seen as he does not hand the Old Man 

over to the "dumb-ox policeman." 

Certainly, with the appearance of Azdak, the play's 

new lease on life is felt. What we first encounter is the 

rough and forceful language of Azdak's speeches which 

stands in sharp contrast to the moving language of the 

previous scenes. From the outset, Azdak reveals himself 

to be a remarkable example of inherent paradoxes, 

39. Bertolt Brecht, "A Model for Epic Theater," in 
Directors on Directing, eds. Toby Cole and Helen Krich 
Chinoy (Indiana: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1963), 
p. 238. 
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inconsistencies and contradictions. The contradictions 

represented through his character are in a more obvious and 

more extreme form than those represented through any other 

character in the play. For instance, in his argument with 

Shauva, Azdak denies that he has a "good heart" and claims 

to be an "intellectual." That is to say, he claims that 

in his scheme of things there is no room for instinctual 

goodness. This is paradoxical, for he has yielded to the 

temptation to shelter the Fugitive. There is also a sharp 

discrepancy between what he does and what he says through 

his story about justice and injustice. According to his 

story, long ago and in Tiflis, a Turkish landowner who 

"was able to prove that he didn't just cut his peasants 

in half the usual way, but quartered them," was hanged not 

for his brutally inhuman actions but for his being a Turk. 

To Azdak, this means injustice. In his opinion, true jus

tice would have been done if the wealthy landowner had 

been hanged as an imperialist. Clearly, Azdak's hatred of 

the rich and his sympathies with the poor are expressed, 

yet he', so strongly against the exploiting class, is seen 

looking after the Fugitive even after having recognized him 

as a "peasant-flogger." And uncertainty remains as to why 

at the time of revolution and of significant political 

changes Azdak has withdrawn into his hut and keeps drinking. 

Yet, Azdak's character is to a great extent introduced to 

us. He has a delightful and hilarious personality. He is 
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cynical, humorous, courageous, a ragged and drunken person, 

a robber only of the exploiting class. He is a man for 

whom "a question is the worst of all temptation," a man 

full of folksy wisdom, of gusto, and of unpredictable and 

unaccountable acts. He is a logician with a heart. 

The next scene begins as the Singer steps forward, 

telling us of Azdak's denouncement of himself in the streets 

of Grusinia, where he keeps yelling: "I let the grand 

scoundrel escape out of ignorance. Tear me to pieces, 

brothers!" Just like Grusha, Azdak too has got into 

trouble through his good and human action in sheltering 

the Fugitive, for the next day he discovers a document in 

his hut with the Grand Duke's signature on it. He has 

accidentally saved the life of the archenemy from certain 

death. Such a discovery reverses the meaning of his action 

from being good and human to being traitorous and inhuman. 

He considers himself as a counter-revolutionary, now that 

he has heard of the carpet weavers' revolution. He feels 

ashamed of what he has done, forces Shauva to take him to 

court, and honestly demands to be severely tried in a pub

lic trial. At the start of the scene, the enchained Azdak 

is seen entering the court and, paradoxically enough, drag

ging Shauva behind himself. He denounces himself, for he 

believes that 

A new era has dawned, it will rumble over you like 
thunder, you're through, policemen will be exter
minated, pfft. Everything will be investigated, 
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brought to light. A man with any sense will turn 
himself in, he can't escape from the people. 

Thus, Azdak, afraid of what the revolutionaries will do to 

him for helping the archcriminal, takes the precedence of 

declaring his guilt in order to avoid excessive punishment 

of furthering justice. "Where's the judge, brothers," 

Azdak asks the three swaggering and drinking Ironshirts, one 

of whom angrily points to the corpse hanging from a column 

and answers thus: "There's the judge. And stop bothering 

us. We're touchy about that kind of thing right now." 

Azdak, so strongly under the impression that the proletariat 

is in control, fails to read the meaning of the Ironshirt's 

line. He thinks that the Ironshirts are on the carpet 

weavers' side, and that they together have eradicated the 

corrupt high officials. It is for this reason that he says: 

"Brothers, that's what I was expecting of you." Then, 

filled with delight and merriment, he starts comparing the 

present revolution of the carpet weavers to another similar 

uprising which happened forty years ago in Persia, where 

the Persian rug weavers overthrew an oppressive regime and 

turned over the government to the common people. This was 

actually seen, Azdak maintains, by his grandfather, "a 

remarkable man." The tale of the revolution of the Persian 

rug weavers, placed as it is in the play in a humorous 

setting full of contradictions, is rendered in the form of 

a song and sung by Azdak and Shauva. Basically, the song 
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describes not how the revolution occurred but why it 

occurred. It starts with a set of questions as follows: 

Why are our sons not bleeding any more, and our 
daughters weep no more? 

Why is it that only the calves in the slaughter
house have any blood left? 

Why is it that only the willows on Lake Urmi are 
shedding tears? 

This is then followed by two stanzas of description about 

war and peace respectively. The first stanza is replete 

with Marxist accusations against capitalism. It describes 

how the hell of war is created by the ruling oppressors 

for the sake of the big moneybags, for suppressing the 

class struggle of the proletariat, and for providing the 

oppressors with a reprieve during which they can enormously 

strengthen their position economically and politically. 

The second stanza, which is about the peace that follows 

the war, describes how things remain essentially the same 

for the poor and the oppressed. It touches upon the fact 

that capitalism is incapable of re-establishing a true 

order, incapable of guaranteeing work, peace and freedom 

for the oppressed. Then, deliberately enough, the song 

ends with the repetition of the same set of questions, but 

this time in place of a why there is a that's why each 

time. There has been too much war, too much injustice, 

too much destitution, and "that's why our sons are not 

bleeding any more." Instead of bleeding and weeping, the 

Persian rug weavers abolished the cause of their sorrow 

and launched a revolution. This conclusion results from, 
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according to White, Brecht's missing third stanza which we 

the spectators are forced to supply. "The omission," as 

White points out, 

has a poetic and an ideological purpose. The poetic 
one is to force the reader to supply the missing 
link.... The ideological purpose is to conform 
to the general ambivalence of Marxian theory accor
ding to which the dictatorship of the proletariat 
has indeed to be worked for, but is at the same time 
a historical necessity.40 

In every respect "The Song of Injustice in Persia" 

has revolutionary implications, and in it the notion of 

change exists as the eminent factor, the kind of change 

which serves as an example of hope for the oppressed. 

The song over, Azdak is asked whether he will sing 

it in Nukha. Unaware of the facts, he boldly gives his 

positive answer in the form of a question: "What's wrong 

with it?" Then, one of the Ironshirts draws Azdak's 

attention to the fiery glow in the sky, telling him how 

the Grusinian carpet weavers, who had caught the "Persian 

disease," were beaten to a pulp for two piasters a weaver. 

On hearing this, Azdak becomes deeply disappointed and, 

with fear and trembling, slowly creeps away and sits in a 

corner. While his squatting position with his head in his 

hands visibly portrays without need of words what goes 

through his mind, the threatening remarks of the Ironshirts 

and their way of blocking his retreat make the funny situ

ation intense. The reaction of Azdak to the whole situation 

40. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 160. 
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reminds one of that of Mother Courage when she is shown the 

dead body of her son and is compelled to identify him. 

The defeat of the revolution is as painful to Azdak as the 

death of Schweizerkas is to Mother Courage. Scared and 

helpless, Azdak thinks in silence. He seems as if he 

screams, but the scream is soundless. It is a scream in

side the silence. 

41 Azdak is "a completely honest man." His denounce

ment of himself was entirely serious. He would be honestly 

ready to be hanged as a traitor if the real revolution had 

occurred. But what about now, now that the revolution has 

been brought to a standstill? Is it wise for one to sacri

fice his own life for the sake of a grand duke or a pig? 

Is it reasonable for one to declare heroically his support 

of the revolutionaries, now that he is surrounded by some 

blockheads easily capable of massacring people for two 

piasters? Azdak knows perfectly well the answers to these 

questions. He is not a naive idealist and knows that in 

times like this heroism is folly. Thus, he chooses, as 

Steer points out, "the way of self-interest and a justified 

cowardice in preference to a foolishly heroic stand for the 

42 principle of social justice." He decides to save his own 

skin. For the time being, he renounces his stand on behalf 

41. Brecht, "On The Caucasian Chalk Circle," 
p. 96. 

42. Steer, "The Thematic Unity," p. 6. 
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of the carpet weavers completely, recanting his revolution

ary song thus: 

The Second Ironshirt: Are you the kind that sides 
with the carpet weavers? (Azdak shakes his head) 
What about that song? 

Azdak: Got it from my grandfather. A stupid, ignorant 
man. 

The Second Ironshirt: Right. And what about the dyer 
that handed out the pay? 

Azdak: That was in Persia. 
The First Ironshirt: And what about your denouncing 

yourself for not hanging the grand duke with your 
own hands? 

Azdak: Didn't I tell you I let him go? 

Here Azdak reveals himself to be the supreme example of 

shrewdness and cunning, the latter certainly being another 

key concept for the meaning of the play. The Ironshirts, 

pretending to have the intention of hanging him, drag him 

to the gallows, but stop and burst into laughter uproari

ously. He hysterically joins into the laughter, laughing 

loudest. Azdak's honesty and good-humor, his highly 

developed rational faculties, along with his defence of 

the principle of true justice, have already attracted the 

attention of the policeman, Shauva, who is seen defending 

Azdak against the Ironshirts. In the same way the Iron-

shirts are impressed by Azdak's cunning, by his skill in 

cleverly wriggling out of troubles. This is at least one 

of the reasons why they do not hang him. A more convincing 

reason is that the military, that is to say, the Ironshirts, 

can hold a key position so long as the Grand Duke and the 

former governor's son are still alive. Thus they should 

be thankful to Azdak who let the Grand Duke escape. 
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As the play proceeds, the new era arrives in the 

unexpected figure of the Fat Prince. "My friends," he 

addresses the Ironshirts, "what we need in Gruzinia is 

peace, peace, peace. And justice." Then, ironically 

enough, he gives the guarantee of such justice and peace by 

offering his Nephew as a candidate for the new judge. His 

action confirms "the Marxist notion of law as the handmaid 

43 of exploitation." Immediately after coming to power, 

the Fat Prince seeks to put the law in the hands of his 

own relative so that the duration of his regime would be 

guaranteed. Since he is not firmly established, he has to, 

as he himself tells his Nephew, defer to such "rabble" as 

the Ironshirts. He adopts an artificially democratic 

attitude toward them, granting them the right of electing 

the new judge. The Ironshirts, in order to have a little 

fun, appeal to Azdak for guidance, for "he knows all about 

justice." Azdak suggests that the Nephew's ability in 

administering justice be tested. Since the Nephew is not 

officially confirmed as a judge, no real criminal can be 

tried. Therefore, Azdak himself will play the defendant. 

What follows is a mock trial, an acting piece in 

a play within a play. In the presence of the Fat Prince 

and the gallows with which he has already been threatened, 

the cowardly Azdak plays the part of the Grand Duke, 

advised by five hundred imaginary lawyers. While Azdak1s 

43. Dickson, Towards Utopia, p. 155. 



hilarious imitation of the comic character of the Grand 

Duke seems very funny and interesting to the Ironshirts, 

his revolutionary attack on the conduct of the war by the 

princes makes the Fat Prince hysterical. Here Azdak reveal 

that kind of cunning which Brecht talked about in his 

pamphlet called Five Difficulties in Writing the Truth— 

the cunning which is "the basic requirement to be expected 

44 from those who fight for truth." The truth of the matter 

as Azdak correctly sees it, is that 

War lost, but not for princes. Princes won their 
war. Collected three million eight hundred sixty-
three piasters for horses not delivered. . . . Eight 
million two hundred forty thousand piasters for army 
provisions not supplied. . . . Therefore victorious. 
War only lost for Gruzinia, not present in this 
court. 

Azdak's performance in the part of the Grand Duke, just 

like his "The Song of Injustice in Persia," culminates in 

the same familiar Marxist accusations against the ruling-

class oppressors: they wage a war, for it promotes busi

ness prosperity. The Fat Prince recognizes Azdak as a 

revolutionary and frantically shrieks "Hang Him!" but he 

dares not oppose the Ironshirts, who have taken a fancy to 

Azdak. The dull-witted Nephew, having sufficiently identi

fied himself as one of the ruling-class oppressors, is no 

match for Azdak's reasonings. And Azdak, who previously 

was so ignorant of the political atmosphere, now seems to 

44. Politzer, "How Epic is," p. 105. 
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understand the situation precisely. He recognizes in the 

rebellious Ironshirts fellow-proletarians, thereby cunningly 

launching such an attack which could easily have cost his 

life. The Ironshirts, who also seem to have perceived some 

justice in Azdak's account of the war, pull the robe off 

the corpse of the hanged judge and, contrary to the Pat 

Prince's expectation, put it on the unwilling Azdak, force

fully installing him on the seat of justice. The irration

ality as well as the craziness of the world depicted in the 

play has already been portrayed. If in normal conditions 

"the judge was always a blackguard," then in the crazy world, 

where sermons are made by unbelievers, where cleavers are 

used in place of lances, where chaos and order appear and 

disappear momentarily, where punishment is the reward for 

goodness—in such a world "let a blackguard be judge." 

As Azdak sits on the judgment seat with a torn 

basket set on his head, the Singer steps forward, telling 

us that Azdak remained as a judge during the civil strife 

of the next two years. In the three short episodes to 

follow, Azdak, who has already shown his strong wish and 

desire for true justice, is seen dispensing it. He re

veals himself as an unconventional judge, his judgments 

being the reverse of the norm and therefore right. While 

nonchalantly drinking wine and peeling apples, he takes 

two cases at a time. The two actions are therefore juxta

posed with each other. The most unusual procedure in his 
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court is that he openly accepts bribes at the beginning of 

his cases, but never allows the bribery to have any influ

ence on his decisions. "He uses inattention as the cover 

for punishing the guilty but well-defended for crimes they 

have not committed and not giving the rich satisfaction when 

45 they have been duped or robbed." 

The cases which Azdak judges are comic and hilari

ous. A doctor who has amputated the right leg of a patient 

with rheumatism in his left leg is sued by his former 

benefactor who had a stroke when he heard that the doctor 

had treated the patient with no charge. The doctor is 

acquitted despite his unpardonable professional mistake. 

The poor patient is given a bottle of brandy for damages, 

and the benefactor, the rich man in the case, is fined one 

thousand piasters, but he will have the chance of being 

treated with no charge if he has another stroke in the 

future. In another case, a blackmailer is convicted, but 

since his crime is against the rich he is only ordered to 

split his loot with the public prosecutor. The next case 

conducted in the open air is about rape. A stableman is 

accused of raping the Landowner's daughter-in-law. Azdak, 

who is bribed by the Landowner, nevertheless finds the 

girl guilty, for when he gets her to demonstrate how she 

walks and bends, he recognizes her seductive and voluptu

ous behavior. Thus, he accuses her of assaulting the poor 

45. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 146. 
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man with a dangerous weapon, her bottom, and sentences her 

to assign her father-in-law's little bay to the court. 

The case taken care of, Azdak goes off with her for inspec

ting the scene of the crime, and perhaps for getting the 

bay. The last case in this Act is that of three rich 

farmers who have sued an old peasant woman for stealing a 

cow, a big ham and a field. She claims that it was St. 

Banditus who gave her those things as gifts. But it emerges 

from the conversation that it was actually Irakli, her 

bandit brother-in-law, who robbed and threatened the rich 

accusers in order to help the poor woman. Azdak is terribly 

moved by the whole situation. His sympathies lie with the 

woman, for in her he sees the oppressed people of Grusinia. 

He puts her on his judgment seat and adores her. He 

sentences the farmers to a high fine each for impiety in 

that they do not believe in the miracles of St. Banditus, 

and thereby shows that "religion is normally used as a 

weapon to oppress the weak unless it is cunningly turned 

46 against the ruling class in this way." 

The function of these demonstrations is to analyze 

more the character of Azdak and to reveal what kind of a 

judge he is. He is, as the Singer puts it, "a wonder 

worker," "Gruzinia's good-bad judge." He is good in so 

far as he metes out true justice by breaking the letter of 

the law and abusing it. The demands of true justice can 

46. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 40. 
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only be fulfilled by an outrageous abuse of the codified 

law. He is bad in so far as he does not stick to the law, 

on whose book he symbolically sits throughout every session. 

His verdicts are unusual and unpredictable. He bends the 

regulations to his own interpretations of the spirit of 

law, and the result is just verdicts. In normal circum

stances some kind of miracle must occur so that a poor 

woman can obtain decent food to eat. In Azdak's opinion, 

the responsibility for this lies with the rich farmers 

who bring charges against her. However, in a society whose 

law is designed to protect the interests of the rich and 

the powerful, the rich men can in no way be made to pay for 

their mistreatment of the poor. In Azdak's court they are 

fined and Azdak's judgment seems just with regard to the 

deeper crime committed by the wealthy against the poor. 

Thus, through the figure of Azdak, "who sets out to correct 

the natural bias of the law in favour of the rich by his 

own bias in favour of the poor, Brecht satirically points 

to the fundamental injustice of the law, and beyond that, 

to the fundamental injustice of the class-structure of 

47 society." 

Azdak's performance of justice, though it seems 

to be a kind of misrule, sustains its own logic and is 

based on one principle: that the poor have been deprived 

of their social rights. He strives to reverse this 

47. Steer, "The Thematic Unity," p. 3. 
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situation, and in so doing he is by no means alone. There 

are many Azdaks, one being the bandit Irakli. Just like 

the bandit Azdak, Irakli is a source of terror and anxiety 

for the rich. When he enters the court, the rich farmers 

cross themselves. But Azdak bids him a warm welcome, 

calls him "our guest," and hospitably gives him some wine. 

The two men's mutual understanding of each other is clearly 

felt by the moment they meet each other. They strive for 

the same thing. , The only difference between the two is 

that Azdak has been lucky enough to obtain such a position, 

Irakli has not. Azdak uses his power of logic, Irakli 

the power of his "enormous ax." 

Again, what is vividly emphasized through Azdak's 

judicial demonstrations are his cunning and wit, his humor 

and compasssion, as well as his concern for self-interest. 

He, whose self-interest has organized his own survival in 

such a sanguinary and capitalistic society, is seen advising 

the doctor that it is foolish of him not to be concerned 

about collecting his fee in advance. 

Just as Irakli has never minded God's wrath and 

for years has done wonders in favor of the poor by his 

"good sharp ax," so also Azdak for two years is able to 

feed the folk by breaking the rule like a loaf. These 

gestures clearly indicate that "salvation does not come 

48 
from some remote God, but from practical human action." 

48. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 41. 
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Azdak can go on helping the poor as long as chaos exists. 

But nothing lasts forever, not even the powerful Fat Prince, 

whose head is now carried by on a pike. The times of con

fusion and disorder are over, and once again the Grand Duke 

comes to power. The moments of Azdak1s life are numbered. 

The change in the political atmosphere terrifies him, for 

his consistent work against the rich now puts him in a 

dangerous situation, now that the rich are back in power. 

In the courthouse Azdak is seen sitting on the ground, 

mending his shoe, and talking with Shauva, his public 

prosecutor, whom he has led by "the iron bit of reason" for 

two years. He gives his last advice to Shauva, telling 

him to follow a more decent life, a life other than just 

licking the hands of the higher beings. Then, he expresses 

his regret in that the great time described in "The Song 

of Chaos," which he sings with Shauva, has failed to come. 

Adapted by Brecht from a translation of an ancient Egyptian 

49 . lament," "The Song of Chaos" is revolutionary, very con

tradictory, and its function is to force the spectators to 

re-ponder over such concepts as order and chaos. The song 

reveals a chaotic time and ends with a plea to the military 

to restore order, thereby apparently suggesting that chaos 

is bad, order good. This is heavily paradoxical, for, as 

we have seen, the new eras are the Fat Princes, the new 

49. Bentley, "An Un-American Chalk Circle," p. 
71. 
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orders the Grand Dukes. Such orders are in the play's 

scheme of things the principles of exploitation. Thus, the 

song does not advocate such an order as a good thing. Nor 

does Azdak, by singing it, intend to welcome the Grand 

Duke. He indeed calls for the blocking of such an order. 

Because within the chaos described in the song, a beautiful 

order is seen, an order established by the dictatorship of 

the proletariat: the hungry are fed; the lists of the 

serfs are destroyed; the well-to-do people are made to 

turn millstones; the paupers have places to live in; the 

slaves are brought out into light; the former boatman is 

given a ship. Thus, "The Song of Chaos" is sung in favor 

of the dictatorship of the proletariat, but it is cleverly 

concealed within a refrain with its plea to the military. 

If Azdak gets arrested again, he can declare "didn't I 

please the Grand Duke to make order?" So cunning is Azdak. 

And so cunning was Brecht himself, who, by such a refrain, 

may have intended "to safeguard the entire song from cen

sorship by the authorities."^ In every respect, we are 

forced to believe that chaos, compared to any order estab

lished by the oppressors, is more desirable for the 

oppressed. The song is also indicative of the play's 

advocacy of the proletarian revolution as a means to a 

50. Ralph Ley, Brecht as Thinker: Studies in 
Literary Marxism and Existentialism (Illinois: Applied 
Literature Press, 1979), p. 190. 
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just social order, though no such a revolution is emphati

cally portrayed on the stage. 

Why is the oppressive order established by the 

Grand Duke not blocked and shattered? "It's too soon," 

says Azdak. The time is not ripe. The great age will 

arrive. It will have arrived in the shape of the fruit

growers and the goat-raisers. All Azdak can do now is to 

flee. He takes a look at the law book to see what punish

ment is in store for him. His punishment is incredible, 

for 

I've connived with paupers, that will cost me 
dearly. I've helped poverty up on its rickety 
legs, they'll hang me for drunkenness; I've looked 
into rich men's pockets, they'll get me for blas
phemy. And there's nowhere I can hide, everybody 
knows me, because I've helped everybody. 

To help the poor is an offence to the codified statutes of 

the law. It is for this reason that Azdak uses the law 

book in no way other than as a cushion for his bottom. A 

knock at the door terrifies Azdak. He trembles, begging 

Shauva not to leave him alone, and announcing that "I 

won't do anybody the favor of behaving like a great man." 

His trembling and his saying are clearly significative of his 

concern for his own life. Enter Natella Abashvili, the 

Governor's Widow, escorted by the Aide-De-Camp and an 

Ironshirt. She dislikes Azdak the moment she lays eyes on 

him, but she needs a judge who will find in her favor and 

get her infant boy returned to her. The boy is said to 

have been stolen by a former servant who is now passing 
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him off as her own. Sycophantically Azdak promises that 

he will do as required: the boy will be found and the kid

napper beheaded. Act V ends with Azdak's obsequious bowings 

to Natella as she leaves the court. 

Act VI; The Chalk Circle 

Hear now the story of the lawsuit over Governor 
Abashvili's child 

And how the true mother was identified 
By the famous test of the chalk circle. 

Thus Arkadi Cheidze, the play's sovereign narrator, sums 

up the overall content of the last part of his story for 

the peasants of the Prologue. While serving to reduce the 

element of suspense, the summary nevertheless creates 

tension and excitement. We are finally about to see into 

whose custody Michael will be placed, but are not sure at 

all who will be chosen as the "true mother." Azdak's 

judicial decisions in the previous cases have given us an 

indication of what we can expect from him. He helps the 

poor and the oppressed, of whom Grusha is the representa

tive. However, his life is in danger, and so long as this 

continues, Grusha will remain in danger of losing her son. 

Act VI takes place in the yard of the courthouse. 

Grusha is present, thinking only of Michael and trying to 

get a hold of him as he is led across by the Ironshirts. 

With Grusha is her friend the Cook, who is willingly ready 

to swear that Michael is Grusha's. Simon has also come 

to Grusha's aid, ready to swear he is the father of the 
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child. He knows the child is not hers, but is still con

fused about her marriage. The Cook encourages Grusha by 

telling her about the kind of person Azdak is. He is not 

a "real judge" but "the friend of the poor"—a statement 

which denotatively refers to the fact that any one of the 

so-called real judges officially appointed by the authori

ties is indeed the friend of the rich oppressors. Without 

Azdak, the poor Grusha "won't stand any more chance than 

a snowball in hell." While Grusha1 s desperate attempts to 

get a glimpse of her son are noticeable, the Cook is seen 

praying silently in the hope Azdak will be drunk, for when 

he is drunk, he delivers freak judgments. But bitterly 

enough, Azdak is no longer a judge. He has been denounced 

by the rich as the enemy of the Grand Duke and is now in 

hiding. Amongst the Ironshirts looking for the missing 

Azdak is the Corporal with a huge scar across his face. 

He is the one Grusha hit over the head. She is at first 

terrified, but soon realizes he cannot testify against her, 

for it would mean admitting he was after the child. 

Enter Natella, the other party to the case, this 

time accompanied by the Aide-De-Camp and two comic lawyers. 

Although she has already been advised by her lawyers of 

curbing her obnoxious and disdainful remarks about the 

common people so long as Azdak is the judge, she can never

theless not resist making a comment: she is glad most of 

the common people are busy fighting in the slums and cannot 
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attend the court, for she cannot stand "their smell." 

All await for the arrival of the new judge who is to be 

appointed by the Grand Duke. The contrasts, as often in 

the play, speak for themselves, as with the contrast here 

between Grusha with her poor friends on one side and the 

rich Natella with her lawyers on the other side: the 

oppressed against the oppressors. And as often in the play, 

behind everything else lies the knowledge that in such a 

society someone's happiness depends upon another one's 

unhappiness: one group prays to have Azdak as the judge, 

the other wants to see him hanged. And, much to the delight 

of Natella, Azdak is in fact to be hanged. While a rope 

is being fastened to a column, Azdak and Shauva are dragged 

in in chains. Azdak is mercilessly beaten. Like a ball, 

he is thrown around from one Ironshirt to the other. During 

the "ball game," Natella applauds hysterically. But the 

brave Azdak does not give up. Covered with blood and 

gasping, he starts reviling the Ironshirts, making them 

recognize their own doglike obedience. In such a world, 

as has been seen, it is impossible for those in the right 

to receive their rights without having a piece of luck. 

Grusha knows this, and at the start of the trial she said: 

"I need luck today." Now right at the moment when Azdak 

is on the point of being hanged, this luck arrives in the 

shape of the Dust-Covered Rider, who brings the Grand 

Duke's decree concerning the nomination of the new judge: 
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Azdak, the savior of the Grand Duke's life. Of course, the 

doglike, boot-licking Ironshirts are ready to change their 

behavior according to the new news. One of them quickly 

raises the fainting Azdak. The others are slower to under

stand the situation. "Only after an embarrassing pause 

does one of them remove the focus of embarrassment, the 

noose, smiling at Azdak 'like a hairdresser who wants his 

tip.'n51 

Once more Azdak's own ragged clothing is covered by 

the judge's fine robe. Immediately after coming to his 

senses, he orders that Shauva be unbound. Then, he sets 

about performing his ritual forensic formulas: he asks 

for some sweet wine to cure his shock, for the statute 

book to sit on, and for a bribe. The lawyers, at the 

sight of Azdak's gesture of amiably rubbing his thumb and 

forefinger together, become satisfied and, smilingly, offer 

him a fat bribe, later adding some more as they hear his 

remark about Grusha's attractiveness. The grotesque and 

unusual formalities over, Azdak is ready to listen to the 

contenders. 

The First Lawyer delivers a long, poetic rhetoric 

about the superiority of the "ties of blood" over all other 

human ties. Grusha, without claiming that she is the 

natural mother, says: "It's mine." Her claim is simply 

based upon her having brought him up, protected and cared 

51. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 154. 
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friendly to everyone and right from the start to work as 

best he could." Thus, her argument to claim the child is 

based upon social terms. Natella is capable only of saying 

a few brief words despite intense prodding by the First 

Lawyer. Then, she is unexpectedly cut short by the Second 

Lawyer, who, foolishly, reveals the real motive behind her 

concern for the child. She wants to gain possession of the 

child solely because he is the heir to her late husband's 

sizable estates. "She can't do a thing without the child. 

She can't pay her lawyers!" The First Lawyer, irritated 

by the stupidity of his assistant, frantically shuts him 

up, but himself presents the same matter in a more favor

able light. 

Gradually, the story of Grusha's journey to the 

mountains with the child is briefly told to Azdak. He 

interrupts the story to say he has heard enough lies from 

both sides, especially from Grusha and her friends. 

Natella, whom Azdak has at this point recognized as the 

biological mother, lies in so far as she claims to want 

the child for it's own sake. Grusha, whose sacrifices for 

the child Azdak has appreciated, also lies in so far as 

she claims to be the real mother. For Azdak, the issue is 

not of the rights of biological motherhood but of the 

child's proper training as seen from society's point of 

view. Throughout the trial, he intentionally ignores 
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Natella, whose biological rights are uncontested. He 

never asks her why she abandoned her child nor does he 

seriously consider her maternal rights from a legal stand

point. Finally at the end of the trial, by cunningly 

declaring the trial's question—maternal rights—vague, he 

clears the way for a verdict based upon his discretion and 

not upon the previous law, which is designed to protect 

the Natellas. 

Azdak is impressed by Grusha's love for the child, 

impressed too by the sacrifices she has made on its account. 

He becomes more impressed when he observes the way in which 

she expresses her zeal and willingness to keep Michael 

"until he knows all words." To get to know her better, 

Azdak puts a series of questions before her. He asks her 

whether Michael was "a ragged little bastard" she found off 

the streets or "the child of a noble, well-to-do family." 

She angrily answers that he was "an ordinary child." 

He was not born with "refined features" from the beginning, 

but had a nose on his face, just like all other human 

beings. Her answer, as Azdak emphasizes, is a very signi

ficant one, for it says that men are altering and alter

able, that it is not biology but social environment which 

makes them what they are. Shortly before ordering the 

child to be brought to the court, Azdak beckons Grusha to 

him, bends toward her in "a not unfriendly manner," ex

presses his appreciation of her love of justice, and asks 
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if she would not like Michael to be rich and powerful. 

All she would have to do is to say he is not hers and he 

would immediately be capable, just like his father, of 

enjoying life to the full. The angry Grusha remains silent, 

but her thoughts and emotions are expressed through a song 

performed by the Singer: 

If he walked in golden shoes 
Cold his heart would be and stony. 
Humble folk he would abuse 
He wouldn't know me. 

Oh, it's hard to be hard-hearted 
All day long from morn to night. 
To be mean and high and mighty 
Is a hard and cruel plight. 

Let him be afraid of hunger 
Not of the hungry men's spite 
Let him be afraid of darkness 
But not fear the light. 

As it is clear, Grusha's unspoken reply to Azdak's tempting 

offer conveys exactly what the play has vividly portrayed 

through the character of Natella, namely that wealth 

corrupts men. Natella was not born avaricious and heart

less either. Her avarice and heartlessness are the results 

of the effects of her riches on her. In the same way, 

with riches Michael would become cruel and hard-hearted. 

It would be better for him to fear hunger than to fear 

the revenge of the hungry, to be one of the oppressed 

rather than one of the oppressors. Thus, Grusha rejects 

falling into the trap set by the system for her and her 
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5? son. "She chooses her class and the values of her class." 

Azdak, in answer to her unspoken reaction, only says: 

"Woman, I think I understand you." He understands her 

great, valuable achievement—her achievement in having 

undertaken the responsibility of saving a would-be ex

ploiter, a harmful member of society, and intending to 

transform him into a worker, a useful member of society. 

Thus, she should be given the custody of the child, for 

she is the socially good and useful mother. At this point, 

Azdak's verdict in Grusha's favor is definitely clear, and 

he uses the test with the chalk circle only as a means to 

determine if he has sufficient grounds for the accuracy 

of his verdict. 

What Azdak does not like about Grusha is her inno

cent conception of justice. She seems naive in the sense 

that she thinks that justice is always done in favor of 

those who are in the right. Azdak is of a completely 

different opinion, fully aware of the fact that "it is not 

53 
right but might which wins every time." The poor and the 

oppressed must learn that they have got to fight for their 

rights. This Azdak knows and tries to make Grusha learn. 

In order to goad her into fighting for her rights, he 

starts reviling her and Simon, feigning annoyance at their 

52. Weideli, The Art of Bertolt Brecht, p. 101. 

53. Steer, "The Thematic Unity," p. 9. 
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failure of offering him a bribe. He fines her for contempt 

of court, shouting at her "shut up! . . . You're,too 

dumb. You deserve to be sat on." Whereupon she is goaded 

into fury, launching a violent and angry attack on him and 

his kind of justice: 

You can make it thirty and I'll still tell you what 
I think of your justice, you drunken turnip. How 
dare you talk to me like the cracked Isaiah on the 
church window—big shot! When they pulled you out 
of your mother, they didn't expect you to rap her 
knuckles if she stole a cup of millet some place, and 
aren't you ashamed of yourself to see me trembling 
like this on account of you? You serve these people 
so their houses won't be taken away—because they 
stole them; since when do houses belong to bedbugs? 
But you take care of them, or they couldn't drag 
our men off to their wars, you flunky! ... I 
have no respect for you. No more than I have for a 
thief and murderer with a knife, he does what he 
pleases. It's a hundred to one you can take the 
child away from me, but I'll tell you one thing: 
for a job like yours they should only pick rapists 
and usurers, to punish them by making them sit in 
judgment over their fellow men, which is worse than 
hanging on the gallows. 

Though he is called the judicial defender of the ruling-

class oppressors and the traitor to the oppressed, Azdak is 

nevertheless delighted with Grusha's bold defiance and 

attack, listening to her long speech with increasing plea

sure. She appears no longer naive, but as a woman actively 

defending her rights. Azdak succeeds in shattering Grusha's 

naivety as well as giving a lesson to the poor and the 

oppressed: if they ever want to receive their rights in 

such a corrupt world, they must equip themselves with 

qualities such as shrewdness, boldness, asperity, and a 
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degree of cynicism and determination. Interesting in this 

Act is also the serious skirmish between Azdak and Simon 

as the two men insult each other with a series of hilarious 

folk proverbs. Azdak fines him for indecent language in 

the court, but is delighted with his acumen and intelli

gence. Brecht himself wrote of the character of Simon 

thus: 

Simon is a man of bearing and self-knowledge and 
worth. From him there is no unconsidered, quick 
statement; everything is well grounded and thought 
through. He speaks in such a way that even to his 
grandchild the gist of what he has said will be 
handed down faithfully. There really is no word 
that does not belong in his biography.54 

As Grusha1s powerful denunciation of Azdak's 

corruption reaches its peak, Azdak adjourns the case for a 

few minutes, thereby cunningly diverting everybody's 

attention from the intense situation to another case per

taining to a divorce. An aged couple intend to get separ

ated, for they have not liked each other during their 

forty-year married life. Meanwhile by Azdak's order 

Michael is brought in. At the sight of the child's ragged 

clothing, Natella begins an elaborate display of her so-

called maternal sympathies, calls Grusha a "criminal," and 

accuses her of raising the child in a "pigsty." The 

lawyers restrain her physical attack on Grusha. 

Finally, Azdak begins to make preparations for 

establishing who the true mother is by the famous chalk-

54. Quoted in Ritchie, Brecht, p. 24. 
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circle test. He has a circle drawn on the floor and Michael 

placed in it. "The true mother," as he says, "will have 

the strength to pull the child out of the circle." Natella 

comes to the circle despite the objections of her lawyer 

to such a doubtful contest based on strength. Each woman 

takes a hand, but Grusha, who is certainly physically 

stronger, lets go and Natella pulls Michael outside the 

circle. As in other situations in the play, such an action 

comes as a shock, forcing the spectators to reconsider 

carefully their normal presuppositions. This is, as has 

been noted, exactly the aim of alienation, exactly what 

is meant by presenting a situation in a striking and un

familiar light. In all other versions of the chalk-circle 

story, it is the real mother who does not pull the child 

for fear of injuring it. Here the situation is reversed 

(presented in a new light) in order to draw the spectator's 

critical attention to the social forces manipulating human 

life. The spectators are forced to re-think about the old 

saying "Blood is thicker than water," forced to believe 

that a blood relationship in no way guarantees genuine 

motherliness, for it is incapable of restraining Natella's 

greed. "What did I say? The ties of blood," says the 

First Lawyer, who assumes Natella has won the case and 

congratulates her. However, "to make sure" Azdak repeats 

the test. Again Grusha lets the child go, this time crying 

desperately: "I raised him! Do you want me to tear him to 
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pieces? I can't." Whereupon Azdak announces the true 

mother: Grusha. She is awarded the custody of Michael, 

for she has shown her genuine maternal spirit, proved her 

usefulness to him, and expressed her eagerness and readi

ness to go on serving him, who needs someone with such 

qualities in order to become a useful member of society. 

Azdak's judgment in favor of Grusha proves that 

his previous toadyish bowing to Natella, or his promise to 

fulfill her demand, was indeed a pretence. He has remained 

true to himself and his work. Yet, he has exposed himself 

to a great danger by directly standing up to the author

ities. He is no longer safe; he must disappear and has no 

time to waste. He advises Grusha to get out of town with 

the child quickly. Only once does he speak directly to 

Natella: "you get out of here before I convict you of 

fraud." He orders that the Abashvili estates be turned 

into a park, for the children of this "Accursed City" do 

not even have a playground. It will be called "Azdak 

Park." He removes his robe and prepares for a quick escape. 

He invites all to a farewell dance. However, he has for

gotten about the divorce case. Quickly on a piece of paper 

he signs the divorce decree, which turns out to be in favor 

of Grusha rather than of the old couple. He pretends it 

was a mistake, too late to correct now. Thus, his very 

last paradoxical act of justice also turns out to be 

beautiful and just. Grusha is free to marry Simon. She 
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has finally found the man she loves, and "I took him 

[Michael] because I betrothed myself to you that Easter 

Sunday. So it's a child of love," as she tells Simon. 

The lawyers have already deserted the fainting Natella, 

who leaves in the arms of the Aide-De-Camp. The music 

begins and everybody participates in the farewell dance. 

Azdak is occasionally seen standing lost in thought. He 

quietly disappears, gradually surrounded by the dancing 

couples. Then, the Singer ends his tale with the follow

ing words: 

And that night Azdak disappeared and was never 
seen again. 

But the people of Gruzinia did not forget him, 
they long remembered 

The days of his judging as a brief 
Golden Age when there was almost justice. 

As the couples carry out a joyful and happy exit, the 

Singer says the final words, pointing out the Marxist moral 

of the play: "Things should belong to those who do well by 

them." The child belongs to a mother like Grusha who has 

shown her productivity by being useful to it; a wagon to 

a driver who is "more interested in the traffic as a whole 

than in his own progress and feels himself a mere part of 

55 the whole;" and the valley to those like the fruit

growers who have shown their productivity by working out a 

useful project for its irrigation. In each case, one's 

55. Ibid., p. 47. 
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productivity to all is important, and productivity is 

certainly another key concept for the play's meaning. 

In spite of the corruption, oppression, exploitation 

and insecurity inherent in the society depicted in the 

chalk-circle story, virtue is rewarded, justice is done, a 

happy ending is salvaged, and a Golden Age is envisaged. 

Here Brecht reveals himself to be at the zenith of his 

optimism. Such a Golden Age, or "Golden Future" in Edward 

Berckman's words, "provides a perspective from which the 

present is not only seen as changeable but criticized as 

inhuman.The Caucasian Chalk Circle, besides its por

trayal of the inhuman character of the capitalistic society, 

holds a strong vision of the changeability of the world 

and ends on a positively optimistic note. It has affinity 

with, and is different from, some other plays of Brecht. 

It has affinity with them in that it is designed to stimu

late in the spectators "the revolutionary emotions" of 

anger (at "our cold world and dark times") and hope (of 

57 
"that future when man will be a helper to man."). It 

differs from them in that "that future" is actually em

bodied in the design of the play as a whole, namely that 

it appears in the shape of the socialist society in the 

56. Edward Berckman, "The Function of Hope in 
Brecht's Pre-revolutionary Theater," Brecht Heute-Brecht 
Today, 1 (1971), p. 19. 

57. Ibid., p. 26. 
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Prologue. In the world of the chalk-circle story, capital

ism is alienated and the spectators are invited to observe 

that there are alternatives to capitalism, that it is not 

inevitable. In the world of the Prologue, socialism is 

presented as a choice. 



CHAPTER VI 

DIRECTORIAL PLAN FOR STAGING 
THE CAUCASIAN CHALK CIRCLE 

Directing The Caucasian Chalk Circle means telling 

its story—what happens between the people in the play— 

and getting its points across to the spectators as clearly, 

as effectively, and as theatrically as possible. 

This chapter of the thesis is concerned with 

determining what the play means and selecting a style in 

which to project that meaning to the spectators. 

The total meaning of the play, as realized in the 

foregoing analytical study, is as follows: The play is 

the story of a group of human beings in a constant struggle 

against the external forces of their environment. It is of 

crucial importance for the director to keep the total mean

ing fiirmly in his mind throughout the process of directing 

the play. 

Also embodied in the play are a number of both 

major and minor themes which the director must identify 

and clarify. He must also clarify how the various themes 

are personified through the characters and list them in 

206 
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priority of importance. These matters are discussed in 

this chapter. Discussed too are such matters as clarifying 

the meaning of the play's title, deciding upon the play's 

genre, interpreting Brecht's visions of mankind and of 

the world in general, and clarifying how his visions are 

portrayed in this particular play. 

With all the above matters clarified, the director 

is ready to take the following steps: establish an 

overall tone for the production of the play, crystalize 

the particular emphases he wishes to give the production, 

consider his choice of the stage, and determine the 

casting, acting and directing requirements. 

The next step, then, is to develop an approach to 

producing the play; to select a style of presentation for 

its production. These steps are considered in this 

chapter. Considered finally are the theatrical elements— 

the settings,.costumes, make-up, lighting and sound 

effects—through which to project the play to the spec

tators . 

Director's Concept of the 
Theme of the Play 

The importance of a play's theme to both its 

overall structural design and its production is described 

by Frank McMullan thus: "By permeating a play and 
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affecting its various parts, the theme organizes and 

unifies the play. It is the overruling rationale which 

gives it direction and shape. . . . The theme of a play 

is both its spine and its heart beat. Its life can 
i 

depend upon it." 

What is the primary theme or the overruling 

rationale of The Caucasian Chalk Circle which gives it 

shape and direction? Certainly, there are many themes which 

run through the play: the theme of the scarcity of goodness 

in an evil world; the theme of one's productivity to all; 

of survival and the sacrifices it entails; of "the conflict 

2 between moral values and self-interest;" of the conflict 

between the exploiters and the exploited; between "senti-

3 ment and judgement, feeling and fact, heart and head;" 

between new values and established values; and, finally, 

the theme of law which raises the issue of justice in a 

world replete with injustice. In the course of the fore

going analytical study of the play, various concepts have 

also been pinpointed as possible keys to the play's meaningf 

concepts such as survival, self-interest, change, optimism, 

1. Frank McMullan, The Directorial Image 
(Connecticut: The Shoe String Press, 1962), pp. 77-87. 

2. Steer, "The Thematic Unity," pp. 6-7. 

3. Adler, "Bertolt Brecht's Theatre," p. 116. 
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cunning, productivity, love, friendliness, goodness and 

hope. Each of these aspects is embodied in the play and 

is thematically significant in interpreting and directing 

the play. For instance, the theme of one's productivity 

to all, directly related to the Marxist content of the play, 

is a key to understanding it, and should be a key to its 

production. 

Packed with all the above themes and concepts, The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle is sustained by a passion for truly 

human justice, and it is the theme of the human beings' 

striving for justice which hovers over the play and unifies 

it. 

The technique employed by Brecht for expressing 

the play's dominant theme about justice seems to be the one 

4 known as "direct presentation," which is of theatrical 

value. This technique includes the use of the devices such 

as prologue, epilogue, narrator and the chorus. In the 

Prologue to the play, the justice theme is presented. The 

laws concerning property and hereditary rights are re

examined to see if they are still valid. Such laws are 

abolished, and a new concept of justice, whose principle 

is based upon the element of productivity, is arrived at. 

Then, in the play within the play, the principle is worked 

out. There Azdak undertakes the same re-examination and 

4. McMullan, The Directorial Image, p. 83. 
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sees Grusha's behavior in terms of productivity. At the 

end of the play, the conclusions are drawn and the moral is 

5 reinforced through the "epilogue." In the case of the 

narrator with the chorus, the play's style allows them 

literally to stand aside, to observe the world on the stage 

carefully, to comment upon the duality of its nature, and 

to explain the play's meaning. The play, as they explain 

it, is about justice and the lack of it, love and the lack 

of it, goodness and the lack of it, friendliness and the 

lack of it, and so forth. Other helpful keys to the play's 

unifying theme of justice are the major climax and the 

title. The major climax, at which Azdak performs his last 

act of illegal justice by giving the child to its foster-

mother, tells us more explicitly than any other portions 

of the play that it is about justice. And the title re

minds us of the other versions of the chalk-circle legend, 

especially of Li Hsing Tao's The Chalk Circle, whose domi

nant theme is justice. 

However, since a play's theme is not simply stated 

but dramatized, the director must search within the dramatic 

5. The original script of The Caucasian Chalk Cir
cle was a play within the framework of a prologue and an 
epilogue. The problem of the valley remained unsolved in 
the prologue; it was solved in the epilogue after the per
formance of the chalk-circle legend. In the later versions, 
the latest of which has been studied in this thesis, 
Brecht had the problem solved in the prologue and elimin
ated the epilogue. Although the later versions lack an 
epilogue, the Singer's concluding words at the end still 
function as one. 
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actions of the characters, preferably those of the princi

pals, to find what is written into their personalities 

which will help project the theme. To what extent do 

Grusha and Azdak demonstrate the justice theme and what are 

their contributions to it? The demonstration of the justice 

theme through the figures of Grusha and Azdak is summed up 

by Sagar, where he states that: "Grusha wanders in search 

of unusual justice; Azdak wanders dispensing it." The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle is the story of a decent, naive, 

practical, good-hearted, compassionate girl who enters of 

her own free will into a hopeless situation, gets caught 

in a web of circumstances spun by a hostile-to-goodness 

society, stands in rebellious opposition to its moral 

standards, faces its horrors with dogged courage, untiring 

determination and tenacity, fights for justice, gains 

victory over all the obstacles, and thereby establishes, 

through her acts, an order based upon love, goodness, and 

friendliness. The play is also about the poor and compas

sionate Azdak, a disappointed revolutionary, who is moti

vated by a passion for true justice, who is possessed with 

a concern to modify the unjust system to accomodate the 

wishes of the unjustly treated people. Azdak's contribution 

to the play's theme is greater than any other character. 

He is the personification of justice; he is the one who 

creates a golden order by re-writing the law. Some of 

6. Sagar, "Brecht in Neverneverland," p. 13. 
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the minor characters also develop the theme and contribute 

to it. The life of the bandit Irakli as seen in the play 

is another embodiment of the justice theme. So do Simon 

and the Woman Cook embody it by siding with Grusha in her 

struggle for justice. These are many steps by which we may 

attain a comprehensive vision of the play's unifying theme 

of justice. Yet, the play has more keys to offer: 

Brecht juxtaposes the idyll of the collectives' 
harmony and justice with the other world in which 
justice is occasional and accidental, to show that 
a state of complete humanity and justice is attain
able if mankind will strive for this goal.^ 

Whereas the major theme of striving for justice in 

an unjust world affects the various parts of the play and 

unifies it, the supporting theme of survival, arising of 

necessity from the circumstances which show no mercy to 

human beings, is demonstrated as a recurring motif through

out the action. The theme of survival in a cruel world is 

not original in The Caucasian Chalk Circle; it occupied 

Brecht's mind from the very beginning, appearing repeated

ly in many of his works. An understanding of his approach 

to this theme, and of how it is embodied in The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle, depends upon grasping Brecht's vision of the 

world. The world as depicted in Brecht's plays is an ugly, 

dreadful, irrational, contradictory, cruel and unjust 

place. It is "the empty universe through which Nietzsche's 

7. Ritchie, Brecht, p. 52. 
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cry 'God is dead' resounds with terrifying and reverber-
g 

ating echo." Human nature is not an immutable essence; it 

is as susceptible to change as any other sort of nature. 

The ever-changing individual is crushed beneath overwhelm

ing forces of social, political, economical and religious 

oppressions. Brecht prescribed survival as a means of 

retaliating against such oppressions, "for in times like 

9 ours the most a man can hope for is survival." Thus, 

man should never lose sight of his own interests. Por

trayed in play after play is the chaotic world in which 

survival is expressed as the ultimate good and man as 

striving for it in the teeth of destruction. Although it 

is invaluable, survival costs one dearly and requires many 

things. It requires one's complete adaptability to environ

ment (Galy Gay), one's constant suppression of kindly 

impulses and natural feelings (Mother Courage), one's dis

play of justifiable cowardice (Galileo), and one's having 

to hide all kindness and generosity behind a ruthless mask 

(Shen Te). 

To a large extent, The Caucasian Chalk Circle 

continues to develop the same theme with the same require

ments. Grusha's adaptability and adjustment toward her 

environment, her silence against the torments she receives 

from the people of her own class, and Yussup's selection of 

8. Esslin, A Choice of Evils, p. 237. 

9. Steer, "The Thematic Unity," p. 5. 
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a seemingly obnoxious and stupid life for a whole year in 

a bed are but a few examples of the demonstration of the 

characters' struggle and search for survival. The respon

ses and reactions made by doctors, architects, servants 

and peasants throughout the play and especially in Act II 

can be clearly interpreted in terms of survival and self-

interest. And Azdak is the supreme embodiment of the will 

to survive, or in Steer's words, the incarnation for us of 

"Brecht's belief in the primacy of self-interest."^ 

Throughout the play, the survival theme is also manifested 

through word imagery and songs. Speeches such as "terrible 

is the temptation to do good," "if we make ourselves as 

small as cockroaches," "just save your skin," or a song 

such as "Keep in the middle of the war/Stay close to the 

banner bearer" are but a few cues. 

Another important, recurrent theme is the theme 

of doing good in an evil and hostile-to-goodness world. 

Initiated in The Good Woman of Setzuan, this theme continues 

its development in The Caucasian Chalk Circle, but with a 

very significant difference: whereas in the former Shen 

Te is left at the end ignorant of how to be good can be 

accomplished, in the latter Grusha reaches the knowledge 

that goodness must be balanced by enlightened self-interest. 

Other themes such as friendliness, help and love are person

ified through the relationships between Grusha and her 

10. Ibid., p. 10. 
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son, between Azdak and his oppressed clients, and between 

the villagers of the Prologue themselves. Finally, embodied 

in The Caucasian Chalk Circle is Brecht's recurrent theme 

of exposing the contradictions inherent in society. This 

theme, as Yvonne Kapp points out, is the one which 

reflects both the double standard by which bourgeois 
society exists and the contradictions—the assaults 
on dignity—to which it gives rise as man, the indi
vidual, exploits, succumbs to or challenges the 
status quo. This theme recurs in play after play, 
in one aspect or another, in character after charac
ter, sometimes stated as a moral problem, sometimes 
as a social one, often as both. . . . [This theme] 
is always there, inextricably woven into the funda
mental pattern of his thinking, and it is the Brechtian 
theme; a very important key to his work.H 

Contradiction is central to Brecht's work; many of 

his plays, his characters and his situations could not exist 

without it. With The Caucasian Chalk Circle the case is so. 

As noted in the two preceding chapters, the play marks the 

contradictions, dichotomies, paradoxes and incongruities 

in the existing state of society in an attempt to reveal 

how they form the conflicts, create dichotomous moods and 

situations, and produce dual personalities in the charac

ters. The House Servant is harsh and discourteous to 

Grusha in the presence of the Ladies, but kind and friendly 

to her in their absence. The Old Peasant who unfeelingly 

slams the door in the face of the hungry Michael seems 

friendly afterwards. The society in which Lavrenti lives 

11. Yvonne Kapp, "Some Reflections on Brecht," 
Marxism Today, Vol. 6 (Feb. 1962), pp. 50-51. 
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does not allow him to be both kind and prosperous. His 

spineless and cowardly personality is at work when he is 

with his wife, while the compassionate, kindly side of his 

nature appears when without her. The contradictory indi

vidual is the product of a contradictory society. With 

this in mind, the director can find a key to characteriza

tion—why the characters behave the way they do. Character 

unity can be achieved by pinpointing and picturing the 

inner conflicts of each character, the conflicts which make 

up the personality of that character. "The coherence of 

the character," wrote Brecht, "is in fact shown by the way 

12 in which its individual qualities contradict one another." 

Director's Attitude toward the 
Characters in the Play 

Although The Caucasian Chalk Circle borrows heavily 

from its predecessors, it is nevertheless original in many 

respects. For one thing, it embodies a different concept 

of man on the part of Brecht. The difference can be better 

clarified by comparing this play and a play like The Good 

Woman of Setzuan. In the latter Shen Te, the only good 

person discovered in the competitive, capitalistic province 

of Setzuan, is financially helped by the gods to continue 

to remain good. This is, however, shown to be impractical. 

Not only is she exploited by the oppressors, but she is 

also sucked dry by the callous, selfish, exploitative people 

12. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 196. 
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of her own class. In order to continue the exercise of her 

goodness and yet survive, she is forced to transform her

self into the hard-hearted exploiter Shui Ta, her invented 

cousin. Hence she is able to continue her goodness in the 

person of Shen Te and to assure her survival in that of 

Shui Ta. At the end of the play she is confused, turning 

helplessly to the spectators and representing the vital 

dilemma as to what is to be done. Although one solution 

to the dilemma is recognized to be the changing of the 

world through a Communist revolution, the play leaves us 

with feelings of hopelessness and ambiguity. Two factors— 

the capitalist system and human nature—are held responsi

ble for turning the world into such an uninhabitable place, 

but ambiguity remains as to whose responsibility is greater. 

As a result, The Good VJoman of Setzuan, written in Brecht' s 

last phase of dramatic writing to which also The Caucasian 

Chalk Circle belongs, portrays his vision of man as one of 

the individual obssessed with essential selfishness and 

exploitation. Years prior to this phase, as Esslin reports, 

Brecht had a similar vision: "The world is poor, and man 

is bad. . . . The meanest thing alive, and the weakest, 

,,13 is man. 

In The Caucasian Chalk Circle Brecht's visions of 

the world and of man are portrayed differently. The world 

13. Esslin, A Choice of Evils, p. 237. 
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is shown as darker, more contradictory, more irrational, 

and man as better, more caring and more friendly. Brecht's 

belief in man's potential goodness reaches its peak, and 

his accusation that all troubles are caused by the existing 

social system is clear. This is first recognized by the 

play's demonstration of two contrasting, uncomparable kinds 

of human behavior under two different social systems. 

Secondly, we get the same impression through Azdak's 

judgments. Azdak does more than expose the chicanery of 

the system. He considers the guilt of the society to be 

far greater than that of the individual. The Old Man 

might be accused of swindling money out of Grusha or Mother 

Grusinia of accepting a stolen piece of meat, but it is 

the system which forces them to do so. The Corporal, 

despite his repulsive behavior, is a very talented person, 

but the system allows him to use all his talents to exploit 

others. So is it the system which forces a human being 

like Azdak to spend his life as seen in the play either 

drinking in privacy or acting like a fool in public. It 

is a crazy system, for in it the value of a cup of milk 

is the same as that of a carpet weaver's head. However 

crazy the background, there is throughout the play a 

reflection of Brecht's positive and optimistic picture of 

human nature. Of all his plays, The Caucasian Chalk Circle 

is the one in which Brecht sets goodness and love above 

self-interest, in which he reveals his belief that man 
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can at last be an honest judge of his fellow men, and in 

which he shows what he wants the world to be changed into. 

The humanity of Grusha and Azdak lies in the fact that 

they are good and helpful to others. So is the case with 

nearly all those whom Grusha meets. She encounters more 

good people in Grusinia than Shen Te did in Setzuan. Though 

their first priority is of necessity to look realistically 

after themselves, the people whom Grusha meets help her 

or at least attempt to do so. What must find its expression 

in the production of the play, therefore, is Breclit's 

positive view of human nature. 

Genre of the Play 

The next step is to decide upon the genre of the 

play. The overall attitude of the play is revealed by the 

Singer where he says that "it is an honor for us to enter

tain you" with the presentation of an ancient tale which 

manifests a certain kind of wisdom. The idea of entertain

ment is of supreme importance to the play, and the produc

tion of it must strive to reflect this principle. 

Basically, Brecht's approach in The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle is comic, and the play abounds in characteristics 

attributed to comedy. The play maintains a comic and 

optimistic spirit throughout. It is committed to the 

values of survival and productivity. It ends happily, 

giving the promise of a new way of life. In fact, the play 
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attempts to change a way of life, and that is "a salient 

14 feature of comedy." The play does not involve inevitable 

catastrophes or unknowable extrapersonal forces. Nor does 

it show man's relation to God or the Universe. Rather, it 

demonstrates man's relation to other men in a society full 

of incongruities. In other words, it embodies social 

themes, and that is another characteristic feature of 

comedy. The play is full of overtly comic and funny 

characters, and comedy can be found in the overall fabric 

of the play, in its dramatic dialogue, in its grotesque 

yet laughable situations, and in the wit and humor of the 

overflowing comedy figure of Azdak. Other shades and forms 

of comedy present in the play range from caricature to the 

grotesque to parody to pantomime. Even the way in which 

the stories of Azdak and Grusha are constructed is typical 

of comedy: Azdak mocks the system and gets away with it, 

and the poor, defenceless Grusha, in her battle with the 

threatening forces of her environment, eventually becomes 

triumphant. All this belongs to the comic side of the play. 

Although the play is blatantly manipulated as to 

maintain its comic and optimistic nature, there is in it 

a substratum of tragic feeling thrusting often enough 

through the surface. The comic and the tragic are associ

ated, often standing side by side, giving a fuller and 

14. Louise J. Bird, "The Comic World of Bertolt 
Brecht," Forum for Modern Language Studies, Vol. 4 (July 
1968), p. 252. 
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truer picture of the world observed, but with the former 

ultimately canceling out the latter. This duality in the 

play's tone is in turn directly related to the already 

mentioned Brechtian theme—the theme of exposing the contra

dictions inherent in society—for contradiction is both 

comic and tragic. The gloomiest moments of the play are 

illuminated by laughter and criticism, while the funniest 

and brightest moments pass into shadow. We laugh at, and 

are amused by, the hilarious game the children play, but 

there will be no laughter at all when, immediately after 

the game, the pathetic and moving encounter of the lovers 

takes place. Azdak is one of the play's propulsive forces, 

surely its greatest character of overflowing comic vitality. 

Yet in a discussion with Eric Bentley about his own produc

tion of the play, Brecht remarked that the "whole tragic 

15 side of the role" of Azdak was missed by the actor Ernst 

Busch. And the scene of Grusha's marriage is a clear 

example of the subtle mixture of the comic and serious 

elements. Thus, the play has the power of dialectically 

tearing its spectators between serious involvement and 

laughter, and that is what makes it a "good literary 

comedy. 

15. Quoted in Eric Bentley, Theatre of War (New 
York: The Viking Press, Inc., 1973), p. 119. 

16. White, Bertolt Brecht's Great Plays, p. 32. 
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In conclusion, The Caucasian Chalk Circle is a 

non-tragic, serious, epic drama with decidedly comic over

tones, and must be produced as such. And what of its 

overall tone? The play has two Parts, and the tone of each 

Part varies greatly in accordance with what each portrays. 

Part I reveals a world based upon rationality, while in 

Part II the world is irrational. In Part I, a lively, 

cheerful and vigorous mood predominates, though it is at 

the start heavy and in a sense tragic, and though it 

occasionally tends to get intense. From Part II a sense 

of chaos and irrationality emanates. Multiple contrasting 

moods occur in Part II, sometimes consecutively but often 

simultaneously, as it hovers constantly between fantasy, 

comedy, pathos, seriousness, satire, irony, poetic love, 

terror, friendliness, brutality, tenderness, violence, and 

so on and so forth. The aim is to break tone unity and 

thereby to lessen illusion and empathy, as well as to 

emphasize the alien and irrational nature of the world 

depicted. 

The analytical and interpretative study of the 

play has been completed, its genre determined, its themes 

selected, and an overall tone for its production established. 

The particular emphases to be given to the production have 

also been crystalized. The following step is to develop 

an approach to producing the play, to select a style of 

presentation for its production. 
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The Style of Presentation 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle dictates its own inher

ent, individual style explicitly. It is a work of art 

which has its origin in "a vision firmly objective and 

17 realistic." It narrates some artistically selected and 

stylized aspects of reality. What it represents, in other 

words, bears the stamps of both reality and theatricality. 

Evident in every aspect of the play are the realistic 

and theatrical elements. There is a combination of recog

nizable, realistic, believable characters and theatrical 

stylized characters. Apart from the songs, proverbs, 

formalized speeches and the intermingling of the verse 

and prose, the play's language is both natural and thea

trical. While it has the rhythm and color of the earthy, 

believable everyday speech ("Do you really suppose I'm 

going to spend another minute in a plague-ridden house on 

account of that brat? ... Oh, go to hell!"), it is 

highly theatrical ("Blockhead, she catches our meaning. 

A sweet shock, isn't it? 'But first I must take the buns 

out of the oven, lieutenant. First I must change my torn 

shirt, colonel!' Joking aside, poking aside, young lady: 

we're combing the region for a certain child.") 

Significant to notice also is the play's presenta

tional and theatrical nature. As already noted, the play 

17. Gaskell, Drama and Reality, p. 145. 
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uses the "conventions" of Epic Theater to the utmost. It 

violates the unities of time and place, sprawling over many 

miles and combining more than two years into about three 

hours. Its action moves rapidly, in twenty-four short-

and-long episodes, all over the city and countryside. Its 

events take place amid the mountains and ruined villages, 

in front of the royal palace and the church, in various 

farms and huts, on highways, next to streams and rivers, 

on top of a bridge, in courts and caravanserais, and the 

like. It has a direct contact with the spectators to 

realize its dramatic effect. These are among the many 

factors which make it clear that the play aims at no 

naturalistic illusion, further revealing the limits of the 

"theater of illusion" which restrains the spectators' 

vision, imagination , judgment and reaction. The approach 

to producing the play and representing its inherent style, 

therefore, requires the suppression of all illusion-

creating techniques and thereby the rejection of all 

sentimentality in the players' method of expression. The 

approach also calls for both simplicity ("The opposite of 

18 a naive approach is naturalism.") and a careful attention 

to the aims and principles of Epic Theater. The aim is to 

remain faithful to the Brechtian principles and to stage 

18. Quoted in Oscar G. Brockett, The Theatre: An 
Introduction (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 
1964) , p. 371. 
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the production in a truly Epic style. In so doing, the di

rector should choose as his primary sources the text of the 

play itself and Brecht's theatrical theories and practices. 

Casting the Play 

The approach to casting The Caucasian Chalk Circle, 

this semi-operatic, multi-character drama, should be 

as with everything in a Brecht play—unsentimental, 
against what is usual, looked at in a "strange" way, 
as if never seen before—what do people really look 
like? Are all heroes tall, all lovers beautiful, 
all diplomats distinguished-looking?-^ 

The number of characters listed in the play is as 

big as a battalion. In addition to the beggars, petition

ers, soldiers, Ironshirts, servants, wedding guests, court 

crowds and children, there are more than sixty characters, 

among whom are such demanding roles as the Singer, Natella, 

Simon, Lavrenti, Shauva, the Corporal and the Fat Prince. 

Evidently enough, the number can be reduced by doubling 

and tripling in roles and by the use of masks. Yet, 

there is a need for nearly forty very talented perfor

mers to carry the production. In the case of Azdak, 

the director should be lucky enough to find an actor 

who is capable of carrying the extremely demanding 

part, capable of showing the diverse, conflicting, con

tradictory, complex, recognizable qualities of humanity 

19. Heinz Bernard, "Producing Brecht," Prompt, Vol. 
1 (Summer 1962), p. 21. 
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20 
Brecht has packed into the character, and capable of 

showing these qualities with honesty, believability, and 

as a whole. As for Grusha, it is essential to find a 

potato-faced, not good-looking, four-square actress who is 

possessed with varieties of temperament, possessed too with 

potential for growth in the character. She must be able 

to carry the enormous part, to give it a great deal of 

authenticity, subtlety and variety, to portray the multiple 

20. Azdak has been considered as "one of the most 
complex figures in modern drama" (Bentley, "An Un-American 
Chalk Circle," p. 70.). The after-mentioned descriptives 
of Azdak gathered by this writer from comments on the char
acter in criticism reveal the complexity, range and depth 
of the character. The list can also be of assistance to 
the actor playing Azdak, giving him an insight into how 
many contradictory qualities, as often found in Brecht, make 
up the personality of a single character: Abjectly fearful, 
absurd, abusing, affrontive, altruistic, ambiguous, amoral, 
amusing, anti-heroic, attractive. Bad, bizarre, blasphemous, 
blunt, brave, bribable. Cheerful, cheating, Christ-like, 
comic, compassionate, complex, contemptuous, corrupt, 
cowardly, crude, cunning, curious, cynical good-liver. 
Damned, degenerate, delightful, derelict, dirty, disappoin
ted, disruptive, drunken rogue, dubious. Eminently 
rational. Fascinating, flirting, full of zest and quirki-
ness. Generous, gnome, going along with the tide, good, 
good-hearted. Hard-bitten, helping, heroic, high-minded, 
human, humble. Idealistic, ignorant, impudent, inconsis
tent, incorrigible scoundrel, instinctively rational, 
insulting, intellectual, intelligent. Jester, just. Kind. 
Lascivious, lecherous, legendary, libertinism, licentious, 
lickspittle, logician, lusty. Man of reason, man with a 
heart, mocking, morally good, mordant. Optimistic. 
Paradoxical, parodist, peculiar, pessimistic, pious, 
preposterous, pragmatic, provocative, pure. Rascal, re
bellious, resourceful, revolutionary, robust. Satirical, 
scandalous, self-confident, self-gratification, self-
interested, selfish, selfless, self-regarded, sensual, 
Shakespearean fool, shrewd, sly, smartest of the lot, 
submissive to emotion, supremely irrational, sympathizer. 
Thief, time-serving, timorous, tinted by circumstances, 
traitor, treacherous, true Marxist, tumultuous. Under-
miner, unorthodox, unpredictable. Vital. Wayward, wily, 
wise. 
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21 roles crammed into the character, and to be able to do all 

this with tenderness, delicacy, warmth and strength. 

Directing and Acting Requirements 

Once the casting is completed, reading rehearsals 

begin. During this period, which might last for a few 

weeks, rehearsals are devoted to reading and analyzing the 

play. Members of the cast are mainly to concentrate on the 

story of the play, reading with no expression and character

ization. Studying a part, as Brecht repeatedly said, con

sists chiefly in studying the story: "What happens to the 

character? How does he take it? What opinions does he 

22 come in contact with? etc." The director's own interpre

tation of the play should be made clear and the objectives 

for which everyone must strive be clarified. By whatever 

21. The depth and dimensions of Grusha's character 
can likewise be seen from the range of the descriptives 
listed hereunder. These descriptives have been gathered by 
this writer from comments on the character in criticism: 
Active, adventurous, aggressive, angry, anxious, artful. 
Blunt, brave. Calm, capable of suffering, caring, cheerful, 
commonsensical, compassionate, courageous. Decent, desper
ate, dim, dumb, dutiful. Earthy, exceptional. Feeling, 
foolish virgin, four-square. Good, good-hearted. Helpful, 
helpless, honest, human, humorous. Innocent, insistent, 
instinctively good-hearted, isolated. Kind. Lack of 
self-regard. Moral, motherly. Naive, ninny, no resentment 
or self-pity. Obstinate, outstanding. Peaceful, persever-
ant, practical, protective, pure. Ready wit, realistic, 
respectful. Scullery, self-sacrificing, sensitive, serving, 
shrewd, silly, simple, simple-minded, stamina, strong, 
stubborn, sucker. Thinking, tireless. Unconventional, 
unshakable moral probity. Vigorous, violent, virtuous. 

22. Brecht,Brecht on Theatre, p. 279. 



228 

means at his disposal, the director must guide his cast to 

have a clear understanding of Brecht's philosophy of life, 

of his vision of mankind, and of his theatrical theories 

and practices. "If the company," in the words of Eugenio 

Guzman, the Chilean director of Brecht's The Threepenny 

Opera, "has not yet assimilated the notion of dialectic 

materialism, its teaching would be of paramount impor-

..23 tance. 

The next phase involves a rough and provisional 

blocking of the individual episodes without paying much 

attention to the overall tempo. During this phase, the 

cast should spend ample time to develop their characters by 

improvising, experimenting, and trying out various possi

bilities. It is also essential that the cast use the desig

nated props and properties, or at least temporary 

substitutes. In the play props and properties are used 

with force and meaning; they have roles to play. The sooner 

they are at the service of the players the better. How 

forcefully, meaningfully and wonderfully the business of 

rummaging through trunks and selecting dresses can help an 

actress characterize Natella's character is just one 

example. The blocking of the whole play over, emphasis 

should focus on the characters' attitude and behavior 

toward each other, on their gestures and movements, and on 

their handling of the properties. A great number of the 

23. Eugenio Guzman, "Brecht in the World," World 
Theater, Vol. 15 (1966), p. 221. 
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final runs-through should also be devoted to these details, 

plus synchronizing the projected sceneries with the action 

onstage to determine the tempo and pace of the production. 

The objective of the players must be to "distance" 

the spectator from the materials represented to him so that 

he remains alert and critical; to get him to think, to 

reflect, to feel and to judge. In building up their charac

ters, the players are thus required to rehearse in a series 

of Brechtian acting techniques in order to first "distance" 

themselves from their characters. Obviously, if they are 

aware of Brecht's theater, there is no need to spend time 

to theorize in rehearsals. The necessity for rehearsing 

in Brechtian acting techniques comes in when the cast is 

not used to the method. The techniques employed by the 

players are as follows: they must adopt a completely 

critical, unsentimental attitude toward their characters 

and the happenings; they must prevent themselves from 

running away emotionally and sentimentally with their 

characters (emotion, as explained earlier, is an integral 

part of Brechtian characterization; the characters' emo

tions should not be shared but be represented movingly); 

they should perform with an awareness of being watched, 

trying to engage the interest of the observers without 

unnecessary dramatic emphasis; they should deliver their 

lines in the third person and the past tense, speak stage 

directions aloud, and read the names of the characters; 
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they should also change roles with their partners so as to 

develop ideas and to remain unattached to any role. These 

techniques, according to the directors of Brecht's plays, 

have proved useful to the players in maintaining a certain 

detachment between themselves and their roles. Also, in 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle, some of these techniques are 

24 so vividly employed and required that the cast cannot fail 

to apply them. Needless to say, the employment of these 

techniques in the play reveals Brecht's own firm belief 

in their usefulness. Hence, in the text of the play, as 

often in Brecht, lies for the players the base from which 

to learn and to move forward. The director must instill 

in his players the benefits of his preliminary study of the 

play, guiding them to gain a thorough understanding of the 

Epic dimensions of the work, and thereby creating an at

mosphere in which they take "rehearsing in Brechtian 

techniques" for granted. Rehearsed in Brechtian techniques, 

they can then follow their instincts and, as Brecht advised 

24. Listed below are some of the examples, expli
cit or implicit, of the distancing devices employed in the 
text of the play: the lovers' manner of addressing each 
other in the form of "the young lady" and "the soldier", 
their representation of their emotions, Grusha's acting a 
whole episode out in pantomime with the Singer relating 
her doings in the third person and the past tense, Azdak's 
unsentimental attitude toward the cases put before him, 
the Singer's constant repetition of the names of the 
characters, his manner of "directing" them which has a 
resemblance to reading the stage directions to them, and, 
finally, all the alienating devices used to make it clear 
that this is a stage production for the villagers of the 
Prologue. 
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Lotte Lenya, a principal actress in his group, "go about 

25 the .business of acting." The sources for the creation 

of the players' characters are the text of the play, 

reality, and' the players' thought, imagination and intui

tion. In building up the character of Aniko, for instance, 

the actress must know precisely the play and its total 

meaning; she must know exactly what Aniko does in the play, 

her desires and her wants, the motivating force (or forces) 

behind her actions, and how the play's total meaning is 

embodied through her character. The actress can then 

begin by imitating Aniko's gestures and actions as seen in 

the play and, in order to represent a realistic portrayal 

of the character, she should recall a human being whom she 

has observed or studied in reality and whose gestures and 

actions she thinks were similar to those of Aniko. To 

all these she must also add her own comments and interpre

tation. Helene Weigel, in order to represent a realistic 

portrayal of a fisherwoman, was urged by Brecht "to go 

26 
down to the docks to see what they are like." 

It is important for the director to get his players 

to ignore the notion suggesting that Brechtian characteriza

tion, except in the case of the central figures of his 

25. Quoted in Jerry L. Crawford and Joan Snyder, 
Acting: In Person and in Style (Dubuque, Iowa: Wm. C. 
Brown Co. Publishers, 1979), p. 265. 

26. Quoted in Mordecai Gorelik, "On Brechtian 
Acting," The Quarterly Journal of Speech, Vol. 60 (Oct. 
1974), p. 274. 
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dramas (like Grusha), is one-dimensional or oversimplified. 

This is not true of the characterization represented in 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle, certainly not true of such 

characters as Azdak, Simon, Aniko, Yussup, The Woman Cook, 

and many others. Characterization is simplified only to 

the extent that economy, as often in Brecht, is shown to 

be the most fundamental and the most important determining 

factor in human behavior, that the economic motivations 

strongly overshadow all the other motivations; it is 

simplified only to the extent that all the characters ex

plain themselves, again as often in Brecht, fully through 

their actions. In other words, there is no necessity for 

pondering over their background or personal histories. 

Apart from these two aspects, the characterization is rich 

and deep. Though the play is a political work with an 

openly Communistic message, the characters therein are not 

in the least spokesmen for political points of views, and, 

as noted in the foregoing analytical study of the play, 

not every character's motivation is caused by economic 

problems. The characters are multi-dimensional, living, 

breathing, recognizable human beings engaged in a struggle 

against the forces of external reality; their personalities 

have inner conflicts, depth, richness, extent and intensity; 

and their motivations are deep and large. Finally, "of 

crucial importance," says the American director Edward 

Payson Call, is to get the players "to see and feel the 
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depth of Brecht's vision of his characters." As an example, 

he continues: 

Take the Mother-In-Law1s line (as she is baking 
funeral cakes while her son lies dying) "If he 
doesn't die today, I'll have to bake [more] to
morrow. " Any actress from Sacramento to 
Singapore who doesn't get a laugh on it is simply 
not worth her salt; but any actress that does not 
grasp its profound social resonances—that cakes 
require precious flour, that she has little money, 
that the brutalization of her existence has led 
her to the point where the imminent death is more 
important to her in terms of the loss of a produc
tive laborer than the passing of her off-spring. 
Any actress who does not grasp these resonances 27 
as well, has not understood what Brecht is all about. 

The casting, directing and acting requirements com

pleted, the theatrical elements through which to project 

the play to the spectators can be considered: the settings, 

costumes, make-up, lighting and sound effects. The direc

tor's greatest responsibility here lies in harmonizing the 

style of each of the above elements with his style of pre

sentation so as to achieve unity in the production. Also, 

essential to consider is the director's choice of the stage 

for the production of the play. 

Choice of the Stage 

A huge, deep proscenium stage with a low apron 

jutting out into the auditorium will best accommodate the 

approach to this planned production. The false proscenium 

should be raised to the extent that the light instruments, 

27. Edward Payson Call, "Brecht in the World," 
World Theater, Vol. 15 (1966), pp. 276-277. 
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parts of the raised scenery, or even the gridiron with its 

ropes and pulley-blocks can be seen throughout the per

formance. Such a stage remains as a stage; it will not 

make the spectators forget the theatricalism of their 

surroundings. It will also maintain a certain detachment 

to which they are entitled by preventing the physical close

ness between them and the players. Yet, its jutting fore-

stage allows a direct contact with the spectators. The 

two side areas on the forestage will be utilized for the 

placement of the Singer and his chorus. The side doors to 

these areas, if any, will be used for their exits and 

entrances during the intermission. 

The stage must be large enough to provide plenty 

of room for movements. It must be low so that the spec

tators will remain above it. "A spectator who looks down 

on a stage has the priority he is entitled to. He can 

2 8 relax. He can really watch." The stage must also be 

deep, for, since projected scenery plays an important part 

in this production and since rear-projection will be 

employed, there must be enough space to position the light 

sources behind the rear screen. Besides the huge rear 

screen, two other smaller screens hung above the side 

areas will be used. 

28. Bentley, The Stagecraft of Brecht, p. 144. 



235 

Settings 

The kind of decor used for this planned production 

of The Caucasian Chalk Circle will be based upon the re

quirements in the play. For example, Act II, with its 

varied pace and tempo, is set in one place, "The City of 

the Accursed," represented by the archway of a palace, the 

church door, and a number of properties. Act III is set 

in ten different places: highway, peasant's hut, outside 

caravanserai, inside it, another highway, outside a farm, 

another highway, farmhouse, over a half-frozen stream, and 

bridge over the abyss. Obviously, the play's sweep of 

events and its rapid changes of sceneries requiring back 

projections and sets would not allow the full-stage repre

sentations of all the locations indicated in the play. 

Nor is it the aim of Epic Theater to give the illusions 

of the places in their entirety. "If the set represents 

a town," wrote Brecht, 

it must look like a town that has been built to 
last precisely two hours. One must conjure up 
the reality of time. Everything must be provi
sional yet polite. A place need only have the 
credibility of a place glimpsed in a dream. The 
set needs to spring from the rehearsal of group
ings, so in effect it must be a fellow-actor.^9 

One way to carry out the above example in this 

production is as follows: at the beginning of Act III, 

as the Singer sings his song which lasts for less than a 

minute, the two set-pieces temporarily representing the 

29. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 233. 
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accursed city can be hoisted and the properties carried 

off simultaneously by the actors in view of the spectators. 

The stage empty, Grusha can then appear, using the whole 

stage for her highway episode, walking in a circle and 

performing her song. Her song over, she can stop on one 

side of the stage to deliver her two lines of dialogue to 

Michael, and that is enough time for the actors to set up 

the peasant's hut on the opposite side of the stage. The 

whole of the hut need not be represented. A few parts of 

it—only those parts which have a role in the play (such 

as a door, a wall, and the required properties)—can be 

indicated by fragmentary, three-dimensional, practical set-

pieces made up of realistic building materials. Such a 

hut shown through the realistic parts will in fact look 

realistic as well as theatrical. Whatever is required 

for the action of the play must thus be approached and pre

pared according to this simplified, unnaturalistic method. 

This method Professor Bentley calls Narrative Realistic. 

"As a method of staging," he explains, 

Narrative Realism stands midway between the two 
extreme methods of the modern theater, which we 
may call naturalism and symbolism. A naturalis
tic stage setting of a room is a literal repro
duction of the room—or what looks like such a 
reproduction—except that the fourth wall is missing. 
A symbolistic setting presents a number of objects 
and forms which form a substitute for the room: 
a door, for instance, is represented by two verti
cal posts. . . . The Narrative Realist neither 
reassembles the whole room nor tries to substitute 
symbols for actualities. He tries to avoid the 
remoteness from actuality of symbolism by using 
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real objects, and the laborious explicitness of 
naturalism by making a more fastidious selection 
from among the all too many objects that make up 
the real scene. In representing a room, he will 
use only things that actually make up a room, but 
he won't attempt to show the whole room.30 

Thus, Aniko's farmhouse can be represented by a door, a 

window, a wall, and the required properties (a bench, a 

stove, a table with chairs, a sack, and the like); the 

court can be likewise indicated by a gallows, a seat for 

the judge, and the required properties (a few stools, law 

book, wine jar, the banner of the Ironshirts corps, and 

so forth). Furthermore, in a production staged in the 

narrative realistic method, there is no attempt to create 

the illusion of, for instance, "snowing" by having some 

chicken-and-goose feathers dropped on top of the heads of 

the players, and then try to persuade the spectators into 

believing that it is actually snowing. A simple, photo

graphic projection of a hut on a farm covered with snow 

(for the second episode in Act IV) can provide a more 

effective and theatrical background. 

It is essential that each of the set-pieces used 

further the acting and help tell the story fluently, 

essential too that each be lightly constructed so as to 

be transformed easily no matter by what means. Each piece 

must also bear the stamps of the historical period of the 

events and must at the same time not be too strange, for, 

30. Bentley, The Stagecraft of Brecht, pp. 138-
139. 
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although the story is set in ancient times, it is meant for 

the contemporary spectators. Finally, the realism and 

theatricalism of the play can be reinforced through the 

interaction between the use of realistic things (real onions, 

a real rabbit, a real goose, and so on) and theatrical 

things (some kind of a doll instead of Michael, or created, 

full-headed masks to represent the severed heads of the 

rulers). 

Projected Scenery 

Since projected scenery plays a significant part 

in this planned production, it is necessary to clarify the 

motivation for its use and the functions it serves. The 

motivation for its use derives from the facts that projec

ted scenery (1) offers wide and "exciting possibilities 

31 where literal realism is not required" ; (2) it is effec

tive in dealing with multi-set presentational dramas; and 

(3) it creates more impressive, more realistic, and more 

theatrical backgrounds for the action of the play. Need

less to say, the projections of some reproduced photos of 

a river, a series of mountains, a trail amid the mountains, 

a farm covered with snow and so forth, besides contributing 

to an understanding of the scenes, are more theatrical and 

more realistic than the chicken-and-goose feathers. The 

31. W. David Sievers, Harry E. Stiver, Jr. and 
Stanley Kahan, Directing for the Theatre (Dubuque, Iowa: 
Wm. C. Brown Co. Publishers, 1974), p. 71. 
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functional aspect of projected scenery is as follows: 

Projections should 

1. add beauty to the production. 

2. serve the purpose of alienation by constantly 

strengthening the theatrical quality of the pro

duction and by calling the spectators' attention 

to their attendance in the theater. 

3. serve to lower the emotional temperature in the 

auditorium by indicating the gest of each episode 

("Grusha Buys Milk For Michael" or "Azdak Denounces 

Himself As A Traitor") before each episode beings. 

4. serve to convey to the spectators a vision of the 

changeability of the world by emphasizing the 

historical period of the events in the play. 

5. contribute to an understanding of the individual 

episodes. For instance, in Act V, episode 4, 

where Azdak conducts the rape case in the open 

air, some colorfully reproduced photos of a huge, 

Eastern-type caravanserai surrounded by peach 

blossoms and lemon grove, of the number of the 

servants working there, of their wage bill, and 

of the landlord at his leisure times can be pro

jected . 

6. contribute to telling the story of the play. For 

instance, immediately after the caravanserai 

episode in Act III, as the Singer with his chorus 
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announce the coming of "the bloodhounds," the pro

jections will show the frightening Corporal and his 

subordinate on horseback pursuing in the mountains 

and countryside. The Singer's announcement over, 

the Corporal begins trotting around the stage with 

the tired subordinate dragging himself behind. As 

the two walk for a few moments in silence, the rear 

screen will show "the horse transaction" between a 

merchant holding the horses and the Corporal 

counting money. The side screens will simultane

ously be showing the Corporal riding on the shoul

ders of the subordinate and whipping him. These 

projections will remain throughout the episode. 

Or at the end of the fourth episode in Act V, as 

the Singer sings between this and the next episode, 

several colorful photos of Azdak's procession in 

different places in the countryside will be pro

jected. In the latter case, projected scenery 

takes the part of showing the passage of time. 

7. confirm or contradict what is said or happens on 

3 2 the stage. This can be done by projecting docu

ments offering real life events in support of or 

in contrast to the invented events onstage. For 

instance, in Act V, episode 2, where Azdak's mock 

imitation of the comic Grand Duke culminates in 

32. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 71. 
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his claims that "War lost, not for princes. . . . 

War only lost for Gruzinia," some reproduced slides 

33 of an actual, failed revolution can be shown. Or 

in the fourth episode of Act V, Ludovika's explana

tion to Azdak of how she got raped can be visually 

contrasted with the projections showing her seduc

tive manners and tempting appearance as she is seen 

with the Hired Hand in the stable. 

8. Finally, the projections will undertake the respon

sibility of letting, to quote from Brecht, "the 

spectator / Be aware of busy preparations, made for 

34 him / Cunningly." This planned production of The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle intends to establish an 

instructive process for its spectators by showing 

them what is involved in the whole business of 

transforming a written text into a living perfor

mance. Of all the things done for the production, 

hundreds of colorful as well as black-and-white 

slides will be taken. The best slides will be 

chosen and projected onto the screens for a 

maximum of thirty minutes before each performance 

33. One example could be the recent revolution in 
Iran which has proved that the new system is as old as, and 
even older than, the old one. A tremendous effect can thus 
be created through contrasting the shocking reality with 
the invented mockery onstage. 

34. Quoted in Brockett, The Theatre, p. 371. 
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starts as the spectators are entering the audi

torium and being seated. The objective is also 

to make them aware that they are to witness not 

life but some rearranged and rehearsed events. 

Costumes and Make-up 

The primary purpose of the costumes must be to 

establish the social class and economic stature of the 

characters by making distinctions between the rich and the 

poor, the rulers and the ruled, the aristocrats and the 

peasants. The costumes must reveal the individuality of 

the characters.and point up the time and place of the 

action. Like the sets and properties, the costumes must 

also provide an understanding of the period in which the 

chalk-circle legend occurs by using some historically 

accurate elements. 

The individuality of the characters can be achieved 

in the lines, colors, fabrics, and accessories used. For 

instance, the Governor's effete and ineffectual character, 

Natella's mammonish, greedy and extravagant personality, 

or the Fat Prince's vicious yet funny character can be 

accentuated through the costumes and accessories selected 

for them. Rough, peasant materials of cheap and expensive 

price will be used for the lower-class people. White, 

brown, grey and half-grey will be the basic colors. 

Bright colors can be used for trimming the more elaborate 

costumes to add variety and color to the basic color scheme. 
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Also, grotesque make-up and masks for the upper-class 

characters and their attendants will provide more variety 

of colors. For the peasants and crowds, a simple, straight 

stage make-up will be employed. 

Masks 

The motivations for the use of masks in this 

planned production are clear. Masks, besides providing 

more variety of colors and strengthening the theatrical 

quality of the production, has a definite task to play. 

As a visual means, it is to establish the social class by 

distinguishing between the oppressors and the oppressed. 

It will be used for the upper-class characters to indicate 

(the point made in the play) that they are inhuman, selfish, 

and have no human feelings, no sympathy for those lower 

than themselves. 

Lighting 

Important to the establishment of a direct contact 

between the stage and auditorium is the lighting of the 

production. The Caucasian Chalk Circle is the Singer's 

tale which he tells. He certainly needs to see the eyes 

and faces of those to whom he tells it—and vice versa. 

Hence the light in the auditorium will be left switched 

on. The quantity of the light, however, must be such that 

it does not distort the projected images on the side 
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screens, for brightness of the images is essential if they 

are to appear crisp and decisive. 

As mentioned earlier, in order to reduce the stage 

illusion to the minimum, the light sources should be brought 

out from their hiding-places so that they would be visible 

to the spectators. Throughout the performance, the stage 

will be predominantly illuminated by a warm, brilliant, 

white, uniformly flowing light. Such a light will not 

serve to anaesthetize the spectators nor will it force them 

to fall unconsciously into the world of the play; it will 

primarily serve to expose the characters, situations and 

actions onstage, and help the spectators remain vigilantly 

attentive. As the theatrical experiment has proved, "higher 

35 levels of illumination make people more alert." At the 

end of Act II, where Grusha watches over Michael through 

the evening and night, light will be dimmed; this is called 

for in the script. The general white light on the stage, 

as in the auditorium, must be regulated in such a way that 

it does not distort the images projected onto the rear 

screen by bouncing toward them. The desired brightness of 

the rear projections can be achieved by avoiding sharp 

horizontal lighting, by making the stage floor "rougher and 

35. Hubert C. Heffner, Samuel Selden and Hunton 
D. Sellman, Modern Theatre Practice (New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts, Inc., 1959), p. 437. 
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darker to cut down reflection," and by keeping the acting 

36 area "well forward of the screen." 

Music 

Music for the production, like each of the other 

elements described above, must serve to contribute to 

alienation by drawing the spectators' attention to the 

significance of the songs and the words. "The use of 

music as an alienation effect is," in the words of Eric 

Bentley, 

the direct opposite of the usual theatrical use of 
music—which is simply to back up the dialogue, to 
"heighten" the mood. Orthodox theatrical music 
duplicates the text. It is stormy in stormy scenes, 
quiet in quiet scenes. It adds A to A. In a Brecht 
play, the music is supposed to add B to A. Thus A 
is alienated, and the texture of the work is enriched. 
Music can of course provide the sheerest alienation-
through-beauty, and on occasion the beauty can have 
a special, "alienating" point.37 

This description, however, must not lead one into misunder

standing that to use music as an alienation effect means 

to employ a mad, irrelevant, discordant, rumbling piece of 

music for a moving song such as that in which Grusha 

affirms her love to Simon. Music can enhance the mood, but 

"enhancing the mood" must not become its sole function; it 

should comment upon the action and help aid in communi

cating the text. It must be used as a means of arousing 

36. Robert Ornbo, "Uses of Projected Scenery," 
Theater Quarterly, Vol. 2 (July-Sept. 1972), p. 64. 

37. Bentley, The Stagecraft of Brecht, p. 146. 
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social consciousness in the spectators instead of lulling 

them. Whether composed or selected, played by a few drums 

or a full orchestra, music should set the period, provide 

bridges from scene to scene wherever appropriate, be simple 

and beautiful, and lend variety to the entertainment. 

Sound Effects 

The play requires a great many sound effects. "In 

a parable-type play," wrote Brecht, "sound effects should 

only be used when they further the parable, not in order 

3 8 to evoke atmosphere and illusion." The distant sounds 

of the church bell, hoofbeats, alarms, the marching feet 

of the soldiers, the noise of the carpet weavers in revolt, 

the collapsing of the bridge, and the like will all have to 

be recorded. The tape player and the sound operator should 

be placed where they could be visible. Sounds such as the 

crying of a baby, the chirruping of some birds, the pouring 

of the water, the melting of the snow, and so forth can be 

created by the musicians with their instruments and by the 

non-playing actors in full view of the spectators. 

The primary purpose of the theatrical elements is 

to lend themselves to the play and together help tell 

the play's story fluently, effectively and theatrically. 

In the words of Brecht: 

Everything hangs on the "story;" it is the heart 
of the theatrical performance. . . . The "story" 

38. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, p. 103. 
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is set out, brought forward and shown by the 
theatre as a whole, by actors, stage designers, 
mask-makers, costumiers, composers and choreo
graphers. They unite their various arts for 
the joint operation, without of course sacri
ficing their independence in the process.39 

The pre-productional, written preparation work with 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle has been thought of as a tool 

which can in the most useful and in the best possible way 

equip the director. Equipped with this tool, he can enter 

into the process of providing a stimulating and thought-

provoking production from the text. Yet, this tool must 

not limit him nor must it lead him into limiting the cre

ativity of his collaborators—the players, designers and 

technicians. He can benefit a great deal from their 

talents and imaginations. Flexibility on his part, and 

willingness to listen to their ideas and suggestions, will 

result in their benefi^s^^-^ufcributions to the production 

of the play. 

39. Ibid., pp. 200-202. 



CHAPTER VII 

SUMMARY 

In a period of massive economic, political and 

social upheavals, a period of war, fascism, violence, 

exploitation and widespread oppression, Bertolt Brecht, a 

socially committed dramatist, strove to make the role of 

the theater an active one. He was very optimistic in his 

outlook, believing nothing remains unchanged or eternal, 

believing in man's inherent rationalism and virtue. He 

saw all the calamities, but he always had hope in man's 

struggle leading eventually to a society devoid of exploi

tation and inhumanity. 

Brecht was a towering figure in the ranks of 

politically committed artists. With his switch to Marxism, 

his work was to a great extent moulded and sustained by 

this political commitment. His whole aim was to correct 

the social function of the theater, and he succeeded in 

doing so. To the existing bourgeois theater devoted to 

purveying momentary emotional experiences and creating in 

its spectators passive attitudes toward society, he opposed 

his Marxist concept of a dialectical theater—a theater 

248 
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presenting its spectators with the objective images of the 

existing social reality, a theater presenting man as alter

able in alterable situations, a theater aimed at arousing 

the spectator's capacity for action, a theater to be used 

as a power in resistance to the force of deadweight inhu

manity and apathy. This in itself is a great achievement 

in creating, theorizing, organizing, and performing such 

a dynamic theater in the face of one of the most fascistic 

and inhuman regimes in the Twentieth Century. 

Brecht's dramas, amongst them The Caucasian Chalk 

Circle, give one an insight into social reality, an insight 

into the way in which man's life is affected by his outer 

world. Brecht the dialectical artist regarded the behavior, 

outlook and attitudes of man as mechanically determined by 

his outer world, by his economic, political, social and 

religious environment. In a remarkably effective manner, 

Brecht revealed the influences of the outer world on man's 

life, and made this very revelation the explicit theme of 

many of his dramas. This was one of the greatest contribu

tions Brecht made to modern drama. The spectators, he 

believed, once having recognized the determining social 

forces, would then be able to derive the insight and the 

will necessary for determining those forces in turn. 

Brecht wrote for a society which is not of today. 

Yet, his theater and dramas are alive and very close to us 

today. For the gravest problems of our day—war, 



250 

exploitation, oppression, and so forth—do not differ from 

those against which he was struggling when he worked out 

his theories and wrote his dramas. 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle, this dramatically and 

beautifully formed parable written almost four decades ago, 

also has meaning for us today. It portrays the world as 

it is and the world as it should be. The primary concern 

of the play is to urge us to think of how a healthy world— 

a world in which man can be a helper to other men—can be 

reached. 

Apart from the political content of the play, which 

was a major factor in selecting the play for this thesis, 

the play has nearly all the merits and qualities which can 

be attributed to a good play. It is charming, interesting, 

and has the ability to sustain the interest of the specta

tors. It has strong plots, rich and memorable characteri

zations, mighty conflicts, relevant themes worth saying, 

original and effective scenes, poetry, singing and dancing. 

A play with these qualities is worth working on, worth 

performing and worth watching. 

Being an actor and with no major experience in the 

field of directing, this writer has, in his approach to 

producing The Caucasian Chalk Circle, primarily looked for 

help and guidance in Brecht's own work as a stage director. 
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